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ABSTRACT 
THE MEANING OF CLASSROOM COMMUNITY: 
SHARED IMAGES OF EARLY CHILDHOOD TEACHERS 
SEPTEMBER, 1992 
JOHN WILLIAM NIMMO 
B.Ed., SOUTH AUSTRALIAN COLLEGE OF ADVANCED EDUCATION 
M.A., PACIFIC OAKS COLLEGE 
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS 
Directed by: Professor Carolyn P. Edwards 
This study describes teachers’ shared meaning for the 
concept of "community" within early childhood classrooms at 
a school committed to community-building. Nine early 
childhood teachers at a progressive private school in 
western Massachusetts were the principle informants for this 
study. 
The qualitative design of this study was guided by the 
rationale and method of multi-vocal visual-ethnography. The 
primary method of study was a series of interviews: semi- 
structured interviews with individual teachers, video- 
reflective interviews with teaching teams, and a series of 
large group video-reflective interviews which provoked 
cultural "outsider" reflections. These "outsider" interviews 
involved the Massachusetts teachers’ discussion of videotape 
from Italian early childhood classrooms, and conversely, 
Italian teachers’ discussion of videotape from the 
Massachusetts teachers’ classrooms. 
vi 1 
The analysis of the data was based upon grounded 
theory, using the constant comparison method to construct a 
set of themes that represented the teachers’ thinking about 
community. Four themes, which convey a complex understanding 
of community in early childhood classrooms, were found and 
discussed: first, teachers sought to balance the tension 
between issues of inclusion and exclusion; second, teachers 
conceptualized community as a reflection of the qualities of 
unique individuals; third, the teachers constructed images 
about the transmission and development of community over 
time; and fourth, teachers thought about community as 
involving an integration of freedom and structure. The 
teachers used the metaphors of "boundary" and "ownership’' to 
express the dialectic between individualistic values and the 
building of community. 
The findings show that the teachers’ thinking was 
influenced by, but not contained by the dichotomy between 
the individual and the group that is found in philosophical, 
cultural, and developmental ideas in North American society. 
Furthermore, the teachers recognized the potential for young 
children in a group setting to participate in, and 
contribute to the building of community. A theoretical 
framework is proposed for future research concerning 
classroom community. 
vi 11 
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Background to the Study 
This study examined the meaning of classroom community 
for early childhood teachers. The study was conceptualized 
within a background of growing concern by sociologists and 
philosophers about the deterioration of community structures 
in North American society. These concerns have led educators 
to consider the role that schools might take in addressing 
this problem. In determining a role for schools in reforming 
community structures, I argue that teachers will need to 
reflect on the meaning of "community.” In particular, they 
will need to confront cultural, philosophical, and 
developmental issues regarding the relationship between the 
individual and the group. 
Humans are socialized through the bonds they develop 
with individuals and social groups, and the goals and values 
these groups embody (Raywid, 1988). In the past children 
were embedded within a set of interconnected and 
intergenerational relationships which constituted their 
family, the school, and neighborhood community. Within these 
contexts, the young child developed what Raywid refers to as 
an "incipient personality," including a growing sense of 
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self, a set of connected relationships, and a beginning base 
of group standards and beliefs. 
Demographic and structural changes in North American 
society have created the need for extra-familial contexts in 
which children’s feelings of belonging and connection are 
nurtured and sustained, that is, communities (Dizard and 
Gadlin, 1990). Popenoe (1988) argues that societal trends, 
such as increased geographic mobility and smaller families, 
have diminished the role of the family as the primary 
socializer of the child. The isolation of many families in 
the United States from sources of social support means that 
they are increasingly unable to provide the sense of 
belonging that children need (Dizard and Gadlin, 1990). 
Popenoe’s (1988) sociological study of changes in family 
structure led him to these conclusions: 
Thus American families in metropolitan areas are 
largely "thrown on their own devices." The problem 
is that strong families have always depended over 
the long run on strong communities, and the 
strength of both have declined. We have the 
situation in America, often noted by family 
sociologists, where too much is expected in an 
unsupportive environment of an already fragile 
institution, (pp. 289-290) 
Moreover, Coleman (1987) maintains that there has been a 
marked erosion of the "social capital" available for the 
successful rearing of children by families and their 
communities as revealed in the continuing decline of 
neighborhoods and the weakening of kin networks. This social 
capital refers to the potential pool of caring interactions 
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that could happen between children and adults through 
contact in a variety of settings. 
The sense of community is further undermined by a 
growing momentum toward a self-centered existence that is 
magnified by the historic individualism that lies at the 
core of the personal identity of middle-class, Euro- 
Americans (Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, and Tipton, 
1985; Remley, 1988; Rossi, 1987). In the far-reaching 
sociological study of Bellah et al. (1985), the authors 
argue that the form of individualism has changed in recent 
years to reflect a more "expressive" mode in which people 
are increasingly detached from their country’s civic roots. 
Expressive individualism involves a focus on one’s personal 
search for self-fulfillment with little concern for 
commitments to family, community, or the public arena at 
large. 
The effects of changing lifestyles, work patterns, and 
values must necessarily influence the way that society cares 
for its young and how children themselves experience their 
social landscape. For example, many in this society are 
increasingly turning to group day care settings as a context 
to socialize young children (Scarr, Phillips, and McCartney, 
1990). With entry into formal groups occurring at 
progressively younger ages in this society, it is evident 
that these institutions will account for an increasing role 
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in the social attachments that children form (Edwards, in 
press; Mueller and Tingley, 1989). 
Based on ethnographies of five U.S. child care centers, 
Suransky (1982) concluded that age-segregated day care 
centers are being used to place children "in storage." Here 
the child must grow to rely on peers and becomes 
increasingly disconnected from "the familiar geography of 
his lived-in world," (pp. 201-2) in which community members 
of all ages participate. Moreover, the reality of the group 
care ecology (large groups of children in daily contact 
within a shared space) means that young children are faced 
earlier with the challenge of negotiating collective life 
(Corsaro, 1988a; Howes, 1987; Jones and Prescott, 1982). The 
individualism, autonomy, and competition that many young 
children in U.S. society derive from the home and dominant 
culture may not prepare them well for the skills of living 
together required by group care (Nimmo, 1988). Early 
childhood educators in the United States tend to focus on 
how children can attain autonomy in their learning and 
relations with the social world (DeVries and Kohlberg, 
1990). Teachers are not versed in ways to integrate the 
values of individuality and autonomy with the ideal of 
community. Raywid (1988) contends that many educational 
phil osophers see the demands of collective life as a threat 
to liberal individualism. The collective orientation of some 
cultures and ideologies has been associated with the threat 
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of social conformism (Bronfenbrenner, 1972; Goodman, 1992; 
Kamenka, 1982; Triandis et al., 1986). 
Even so, in recent years there have been renewed calls 
by sociologists and educational philosophers for public 
institutions to play a greater role in providing the sense 
of belonging, nurturance, and obligation that all humans 
need: what Dizard and Gadlin (1990) refer to as "familism." 
In particular, schools and other group care institutions 
have been charged with the role of forging meaningful ties 
to and between children and developing children’s sense of 
core attachment. With the decline of neighborhood 
communities during this century, Raywid (1988) argues that 
the school is no longer able to continue as simply an 
expression of, and support for, the child’s ongoing social 
world. Raywid put the challenge this way: 
I contend that it makes good sense today to see the 
school’s challenge as that of making school itself 
a strong and unified modern community. This seems 
desirable due to the absence of community elsewhere 
and the fact that communal human needs are 
apparently not being met elsewhere, (p. 203) 
In response to changes in family life, Martin (1992) 
similarly argued recently for schools that are the moral 
equivalent of homes. Referred to as "schoolhomes," they 
would exemplify the care, concern, and ’’home-like" 
connection associated with domestic life. But can schools 
provide this kind of community in children’s lives? Gatto 
(1992) has recently argued that schools are unable to 
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provide the participation, engagement, and obligation 
involved in a true community. In Gatto’s view, schools act 
to separate children from the rich, historical life of 
family and neighborhood. 
Given these concerns about institutional life, how 
should we proceed when faced with the challenge of 
community-building within the classroom and school? Many 
years ago John Dewey (1900/1956) issued a call to build 
community in schools; yet the problem of defining the 
meaning of community and its place in school settings 
remains. Certainly, school settings do offer important 
prerequisites for building community - a shared time and 
space under the guidance of adult community members. Could a 
sense of community be nurtured within a school setting and 
then radiate outwards to touch and strengthen children’s 
lives within families and neighborhood. For instance, 
Suransky (1982) argues for small centers with strong 
connections to families and neighborhood that could act as 
the "kernel" of the community. 
In the field of early childhood education, the 
professional dilemmas are further complicated. A strong 
emphasis on the social and cognitive limitations of 
preschoolers is found in the early education literature, 
particularly that drawing heavily on Piaget’s (1925/1955) 
early writings on egocentrism. The emphasis on children’s 
limitations appears to have constrained teachers’ 
6 
expectations about community-building and other group 
processes in child care settings (Goffin, 1987; Hill and 
Reed, 1989). With the recent surge of attention to a 
sociocentric view of the young child, inspired by Vygotsky’s 
(1930/1978) work half a century ago (Bruner; 1990; Corsaro 
and Elder, 1990; Rogoff, 1990), early educators will now be 
asked by psychologists to reconsider the developmental 
potential of young children for contributing to the 
construction of a meaningful community (Bruner and Haste, 
1987) . 
This study explored how early childhood educators 
tackled these developmental, philosophical, and cultural 
issues and challenges in giving meaning to the idea and 
practice of community within their classrooms and school. In 
particular, the study described teachers’ attempts to 
resolve the dilemma between a focus on the individual and a 
focus on the group. 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study was to explore and describe 
teachers’ shared meaning for the concept of "community" 
within early childhood classrooms. The study focused on the 
negotiation of this meaning by nine teachers of children, 
aged three to eight years, in four classrooms within the 
Common School in western Massachusetts, a school committed 
to the task of building community. Additional interview and 
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observational data were also collected at this school and 
from teachers in early childhood centers in a different 
cultural setting. 
Bruner (1986, 1990) maintains that the meaning of 
social concepts must be shared and negotiated 
interpersonally. As members of a school with a clearly 
articulated and agreed upon sense of purpose, the Common 
School teachers display what anthropologists (D’Andrade, 
1984; Spradley, 1979) call a "distinctive discourse" or 
"cultural meaning system" for communicating ideas. I have 
sought to describe the various shared images and metaphors 
that teachers use in discussing their understanding of 
community-building, both within their classroom teams and as 
members of a school. In this study, "images" are defined as 
the mental constructs through which people shape and define 
their world (Kelly, 1955; Koerner, 1989). This study was 
based on the assumption that teachers’ plans and actions are 
guided by the images they have for concepts such as 
community (Bussis, Chittenden and Amarel, 1976). By 
examining the teachers’ reflections on their classroom 
practice, I was able to articulate a clearer and more 
complex understanding of the thoughts that guide the Common 
School teachers’ approach to community-building (Koerner, 
1989) . 
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SigniJL icance of the Study 
This study contributes to important areas of debate in 
the philosophical, educational, psychological, and cultural 
literature that concerns the life of the early childhood 
classroom. First, the need for community and the role of the 
school in this regard has been the focus of considerable 
discussion amongst educational philosophers in recent years 
(Martin, 1992; Raywid, 1988). This discourse has involved 
consideration of the relationship between the individual and 
the group. Liberal individualists (Rawls, 1971) have 
emphasized the rights and duties of an individuated moral 
subject, while communitarians (MacIntyre,1981; Sandel, 1982) 
have argued that individuals are "constituted" by their 
socio-historical community. 
This philosophical dialogue about the relationship 
between the individual and group has begun to directly 
influence thinking about the role of schools in moral 
education. In particular, many educators have called on 
schools to implement more explicit forms of civic and values 
education as part of the curriculum (Bricker, 1989; Sichel, 
1988). In this regard, Giroux and Purpel (1983) contend that 
schools already have a "hidden curriculum," rules, routines, 
and forms of interaction in schools, that sends messages to 
children about moral values and the structure of society. 
Indeed, the idea of community itself exists as the hidden 
curriculum of many classrooms. Purpel and Ryan (1983) argue 
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that it is important for teachers to become more conscious 
of the hidden curriculum that they support. Some cognitive 
developmentalists are also acknowledging the importance of 
the moral atmosphere of the group. They have proposed a 
"just community" approach in the schools based on the 
principles of both democracy and concern for the welfare of 
others (DeVries, Morgan, and Learned, 1990; Kohlberg, 1985; 
Kohlberg and Lickona, 1990). 
The importance of building community during the early 
years is just beginning to be acknowledged by the early 
childhood profession. The existing approaches, such as the 
"just community," rest on assumptions and ideas about 
community for older children which may not be useful in 
early childhood settings (Bussis, Chittenden and Amarel, 
1976). For example, the resolution of conflicts in a "just 
community" is based on forms of argumentation that, 
according to Miller (1987), are too complex for preschool 
children. Differences in teachers’ developmental 
expectations of children point to a second area of debate, 
this time taking place among psychologists, that is 
addressed by this study. This debate concerns recent 
challenges to Piagetian ideas about the egocentrism of the 
young child and the individual as the constructor of 
knowledge (Bruner, 1986; Rogoff, 1990). Lee (1989) suggests 
that an alternative view of the child as sociocentric must 
now be accepted. In this sociocentric view, the focus of 
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psychological study shifts to attempts to account for how 
children acquire and co-construct shared meanings with 
others (Bruner, 1990). The present study was undertaken to 
provide a profile of how ideas about development influence 
teachers’ understanding of children’s behavior within a 
social context. An understanding of teachers’ ideas about 
the social skills of young children becomes particularly 
urgent at a time when society is increasingly looking to 
group settings as a context to socialize young children 
(Tobin, Wu, and Davidson, 1989). 
Jones (1991 ) argues that early childhood teachers need 
to engage in more critical, analytic, extended dialogue in 
order to examine and evaluate the meanings that they have 
for key ideas in their field. The findings of this study can 
stimulate teachers to move beyond what Jackson (1977) has 
described as their tendency to simplify and dichotomize 
approaches to education and fall prey to fashion in the 
field. Otherwise, "community" could easily become one more 
fuzzy catchword in education. 
The ideas that teachers have about their work is an 
important source of knowledge about early childhood 
education that have rarely been studied and used in a 
systematic way (Ayers, 1989; Munby, 1986; Schubert, 1991; 
Yonemura, 1986). There is a relatively small pool of 
ethnographic studies of early childhood classrooms, and most 
of these have applied a wide-angle lens on all aspects of 
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classroom life based on participant observation (Ayers, 
1989; Lillard, 1980; Lubeck, 1985; Suransky, 1982; Tobin et 
al. , 1989; Yonemura, 1986). While observation can be a 
useful way of studying how teachers approach their work, in- 
depth interviewing can provide another insightful window 
into the implicit knowledge that teachers employ in the 
complex decision-making of everyday activity (Calderhead, 
1987; Seidman, 1991). By privileging the teachers’ voices, 
qualitative research such as this can speak to other 
teachers in a way that resonates with their own experiences 
of struggling with the demands of working with young 
children (Tobin, 1989). Finally, this study can contribute 
to understanding the school’s role in building community by 
explicating both the kinds of ideas that teachers in the 
field have and how these ideas relate to teachers’ 
particular contexts. 
The Research Questions 
This study asked the following central questions: 
Is there a shared meaning that teachers give to the 
concept of community within a classroom for young children 
(3-8 years) at a school committed to community-building? 
If so, what is this meaning? 
Can this meaning be described by shared images and 
metaphors that these teachers use as they talk about 
community and the process of community-building within their 
classrooms and school? 
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In this study, "shared meaning" was defined as the 
intersubjective interpretation of social and physical 
phenomena (in this case, phenomena associated with the 
social concept of "community") that guides subsequent 
thoughts and actions related to that phenomena (Blumer, 
1969; Bruner, 1990). 
The study also sought to describe the teachers’ images 
of community in terms of how they relate to important areas 
of the literature concerning the nature of early childhood 
classrooms. Specifically, the following questions were 
posed: 
(1) In what ways do the teachers’ images of community 
relate to ideas in the literature about young children’s 
development? In particular, the teachers’ ideas concerning 
childhood egocentrism and its relationship to community¬ 
building were explored. 
(2) In what ways do the teachers’ images of community 
relate to ideas in the literature about the ecology of early 
childhood group settings? 
(3) In what ways do the teachers’ images of community 
relate to Western philosophical and cultural ideas used to 
discuss community and, more generally, the relationship 
between the individual and the group? 
I have argued that there is a dialectic between ideas 
that focus attention on children as autonomous individuals 
(and related values of privacy, freedom, ownership, and 
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competition) versus ideas that refer to children as members 
of a group (interdependence, cooperation, conformity). In 
this study, the "dialectical" process was defined as the 
"continual unification of opposites, in the complex relation 
of parts to a whole" (Williams, 1983, p. 107). As suggested 
by Calderhead (1987), the study addressed how teachers 
responded to the individual - group dialectic and revealed 
the complexities of the teachers’ views, rather than attempt 




REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
Introduction 
This review will focus on two broad areas of the 
literature. First, I will summarize attempts to define the 
concept of community, particularly those found in the 
literature of Western philosophy of education. My goal is 
not to define basic terms for my study, but rather to 
provide a sense of the domain that has been drawn upon by 
the participating teachers to construct their systems of 
meaning. This section underscores the complexity of the 
concept, community, and suggests the danger of assuming that 
one knows what others mean when they use those terms. 
Second, I will describe the dialectical tension 
inherent in North American cultural assumptions about the 
relationship of the individual to the group. This dialectic 
frames the issues that teachers daily confront when thinking 
and talking about classroom community. The section begins by 
examining cultural-philosophical assumptions and 
developmental expectations and then turns to the educational 
literature that relates to the issue of community-building 




The concept of community is fast becoming an overused 
and amorphous term, applied to any kind of association 
between people (Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, and 
Tipton, 1985; Cohen, 1985). Is community simply a way to 
signify the existence of physical proximity or similarity 
amongst a group of people? Cohen maintains that community is 
a "relational" concept indicating a group of people who have 
something in common that distinguishes them from the members 
of other groups - a symbolic boundary defining similarity 
and difference. While the sharing of physical space is an 
obvious starting point in defining community, some 
educational philosophers believe there is also a 
psychological bond (a sense of belonging) implied in the 
search for community (Newman and Oliver, 1967). 
Associated or joint activity is a condition of the 
creation of a community. But association itself is 
physical and organic, while communal life is moral, 
that is emotionally, intellectually, consciously 
sustained....Associated activity needs no 
explanation; things are made that way. But no 
account of aggregated collective action of itself 
constitutes a community. (Dewey, 1927, p. 151) 
In this section of the review, I propose and discuss 
various dimensions of a definition of community, namely: the 
ways in which life is shared, the intersection between peer 
culture and the shared culture of the classroom, an 
awareness of a past and a future, the guidance of moral 
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principles (justice and care), and an openness to inclusive 
membership. 
A Shared Life 
What is the nature of the bonds that exist between 
group members? Unlike loose "networks" of association based 
on a narrow common interest (e.g., a hiking club), 
communities involve participation in a rich and complex 
sharing of lives. New York State Teacher of the Year, John 
Gatto (1992) offers this description: 
A community is a place in which people face each 
other over time in all their human variety, good 
parts, bad parts, and all the rest. Such places 
promote the highest quality of life possible, lives 
of engagement and participation, (p. 56) 
Community requires a conscious sharing of aims, aspirations, 
beliefs, and knowledge (Dewey, 1927; Newman and Oliver, 
1967; Raywid, 1988), so as to create what Dewey called 
"like-mindedness" amongst the group of people. In this 
respect, Dewey was not suggesting a simple conformity to a 
set of prescribed ideas imposed by authority, but a common 
understanding in which there is reciprocal awareness and 
concern for each participant’s role in common activity. The 
child’s shared participation in an activity enables the 
child to feel the successes and failures of the group as her 
or his own. According to Dewey (1916), the worthiness of a 
common life is partly determined by the number and variety 
of interests shared amongst group members. 
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For preschoolers it is likely that the sharing of 
experiences that have an impact on the senses and emotions 
will provide a particularly salient and powerful sense of 
connection between group members (Edwards, 1986; Selman and 
Yeates, 1987; Sherman, 1975). Emile Durkheim (1925/1961) 
noted that common emotions that can "grip" the class are 
opportunities for the children "to sense their unity in a 
common enterprise" (p. 242). These experiences emphasize the 
importance of non-verbal behaviors in communicating shared 
meanings within a community. Carbaugh (1982) argues that 
group members develop a sense of shared identity by 
negotiating these shared meanings. According to Dewey (1916; 
1927), experiences, ideas, goals, and strategies are also 
represented in language and thereby consciously negotiated 
in a social setting. 
Classroom and Peer Culture 
Within the context of a classroom (or school) it is 
also important to consider whether community is limited to 
children (the peer group) or extends to include teachers. 
Specifically, what is the nature of the peer group and does 
it relate to the world of teachers and create a shared 
classroom culture? 
Bronfenbrenner (1970) and Tobin, Wu, and Davidson 
(1989) have described how teachers promote "child 
collectives" within classrooms and schools in China and the 
former Soviet Union. These collectives are based on a 
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communist ideology that assumes primacy of the group over 
the individual. Tobin et al. found that North American 
parents and educators "deplored what they felt to be the 
oppressive authoritarianism and antiindividualism of the 
Chinese preschool" (p. 146). Goodman (1992) argues that 
these approaches involve instructional practices that result 
in social conformism amongst children: 
Requiring unquestioned obedience and passive 
acceptance to adult authority at all times, 
equating patriotism with the value of community, 
creating cult figures...to be blindly revered, 
stressing rote memorization and "correct" answers 
to even moral questions, and placing so much value 
on group solidarity that the individual who 
disagrees becomes "silenced" through intimidation 
are some of the instructional practices found in 
these schools... (p. 28) 
Tobin et al. (1989) found that the North Americans in 
their study preferred the "relaxed, upbeat group spirit" of 
the children observed in a Japanese preschool. Using 
prolonged participant observation, Corsaro’s (1985; 1988a; 
1988b) ethnographies of day care groups in Italy and the 
U.S. have also documented the development of a more 
spontaneous peer culture amongst preschool children. A 
collective identity evolved through opportunities for 
communal sharing that included the development of exciting, 
ritualistic "routines" and the testing and probing of adult 
boundaries (e.g., avoiding clean-up). 
Similar phenomena have been reported by Paley 
(1984;1986) in her evocative descriptions of children’s 
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fantasy play and by Dyson (1989) in her ethnography of 
literacy growth in a class of five to eight year-olds. Dyson 
detailed the ways in which the child collective, "a sense of 
being 'kids’ in school together” (p. 49), was shaped: 
joining in spontaneous activity together, activating a group 
memory of previously shared experiences, responding jointly 
to official school procedures, and using common jargon. In 
Dyson’s view, this was a social world that was "influenced 
by but not fully accessible to teachers, who, like parents, 
both protect and threaten children’s social order” (p. 47). 
While this child collective existed in many ways outside of 
the world of adults, it was not in opposition to it. Indeed, 
it was valued and supported by the teacher: "the social 
energy of the peer group - the children’s desire both to 
link themselves to each other and to distinguish themselves 
among their friends - actually infused the official 
curriculum, fueling the children’s growth as language users, 
including their growth as writers" (p. 48). The teacher’s 
role in building the community lay in the structure she 
conveyed to children upon their entry into the classroom at 
the beginning of the school year. Dyson offers this 
interpretation of the teacher’s implicit message to the 
children: "When you enter my classroom you are entering into 
a community, a community with a history and bylaws, a 
community to which you will contribute" (p. 26). 
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Fernie, Kantor, Klein, Meyer, and Elgas (1988) looked 
specifically at the "intersections" between peer culture and 
school culture in their ethnography of a preschool 
classroom. They found that there was a dynamic accommodation 
between these cultures in the classroom they studied: 
[The emergence of peer culture] was made possible 
and nurtured by a school culture in which respect 
for children’s autonomy, social problem-solving and 
play activities were central values. As a result, 
school culture and peer culture spheres become 
equally robust elements of the participant 
structure, and are configured so that they 
frequently meet and intersect in meaningful ways. 
(p. 138). 
Fernie et al. argue that peer culture and school culture can 
also be "antithetical to one another, presenting largely 
separate domains within classroom life" (p. 138). In these 
situations, teacher structures dominate classroom life and 
force peer culture to find covert, underground means of 
expression and resistance. 
There are few references in the literature to the 
growth of a truly shared teacher-child classroom community. 
Even within the free-school movement, which sought to place 
children on an equal footing with adults, there exists 
little sense of what a shared community might look like 
(Suransky, 1982). A preschool teacher interviewed by Ayers 
(1989) in a series of case studies, provides one possible 
vision of this issue: 
We’re all here together, we’re all sharing space 
and time and activity, we’re all involved in a 
common endeavor. And so we are in that sense a 
community. But with that community I have a special 
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role. I’m the teacher: I have specific 
responsibilities and authority. It makes the 
children secure to know that, it makes them free to 
feel and to learn. When you see a classroom where 
the teacher is fuzzy about who she is, you’ll see 
children who are fuzzy about who they are. (p. 107) 
This teacher’s ideas about her role within a classroom 
community come extremely close to Dewey’s (1938/1963) vision 
of a democratic classroom. In the following comments, Dewey 
was responding to what he saw as the misguided vision of 
community as proposed by the free school movement: 
It is absurd to exclude the teacher from membership 
in the group. As the most mature member of the 
group he has a peculiar responsibility for the 
conduct of the interactions and intercommunications 
which are the very life of the group as a 
community. That children are individuals whose 
freedom should be respected while the most mature 
person should have no freedom as an individual is 
an idea too absurd to require refutation. The 
tendency to exclude the teacher from a positive and 
leading share in the direction of the activities of 
the community of which he is a member is another 
instance of reaction from one extreme to another. 
When pupils were a class rather than a social 
group, the teacher necessarily acted largely from 
the outside, not as a director of processes of 
exchange in which all had a share. When education 
is based upon experience and educative experience 
is seen to be a social process, the situation 
changes radically. The teacher loses the position 
of external boss or dictator but takes on that of 
leader of group activities. (pp. 58-59) 
Finally, Jones and Reynolds (1992) argue that creating 
a shared culture with adults is particularly important for 
three to five year-olds who are not fully ready for the 
independence developed within peer culture. They suggest 
that: "People who live together need to create a culture 
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together, in order to make connections with each other and 
assure themselves that their time together is of value” (p. 
123). 
The Passage of Time 
Commitment, attachment, and identification with a 
community are considered by many theorists to develop with 
the passage of time. Over time, people engage in repeated 
and varied experiences and thus learn more about each other, 
build common interests, and become prepared to commit energy 
based on the awareness of a shared future (Dewey, 1916). For 
other philosophers, community is seen to stretch beyond a 
static life in the present to include a complex interaction 
of memories of the past, events in the present, and hopes 
for the future (Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, and 
Tipton, 1985; Bowers, 1987; Gatto, 1992; Royce, 1936/1972). 
In doing so, community is given a quality that is both 
enduring and evolving, embedding individuals in a familiar 
world in which they will grow in their potential to effect 
change. 
Communities... have a history - in an important 
sense they are constituted by their past-and for 
this reason we can speak of a real community as a 
"community of memory," one that does not forget 
that past, a community is involved in retelling its 
story, its constitutive narrative, and in doing so, 
it offers examples of the men and women who have 
embodied and exemplified the meaning of community. 
(Bellah et al., 1985, p. 153) 
Past events can become part of the lore of a community 
as they are embodied in forms of metaphor or myth, such as 
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story or song, that are handed down through time and acquire 
shared meaning (Doty, 1986). The process of sharing metaphor 
is one way that group members can affirm their community and 
their place within it. History can also be contained in 
traditions that are enacted in regular ritual events or 
celebrations and in social conventions that permeate 
everyday life. Ritual events are particularly important in 
sustaining a sense of community or belonging (Roberts, 
1988). Through rituals, both past experiences and future 
aspirations can be represented and sustained. The use of 
symbols within rituals is important because it allows 
members to condense old meanings and to negotiate new 
meanings. Finally, ritual can be used as a way of marking or 
working through important life transitions (e.g., 
birthdays). Because all members have or will experience 
these transitions, the links within the community are 
sustained. Jones and Reynolds (1992) argue that the 
preschool child’s need for a sense of the past and a sense 
of the future is conveyed within the stories and images 
passed on by families and others in positions of care. 
Character education proponents argue that the young 
child is born into or embedded in an already existing 
community. Inducted into this primary community, the child 
must learn its values, moral excellences, knowledge, and 
skills in a similar fashion to an apprenticeship (Sichel, 
1988). This induction occurs through the child’s daily 
24 
participation in the community’s activities and from the 
nurturance received from the community. Sichel proposes that 
in this way young children "gain unarticulated understanding 
and skill in this moral world without necessarily gaining 
moral self-consciousness" (p. 138). While membership in a 
primary community is most likely unchosen, it is assumed 
that children require these "roots and ties" to give them a 
vision of the good life and the boundaries that define it. 
With this secure base children are able to make choices 
later about how they would alter or sustain this vision as 
they move into chosen secondary communities. Even in these 
secondary communities, though, individuals are expected to 
retain memories from their prior community that can help 
guide behavior and bring familiarity to their lives (Sichel, 
1988) . 
Drawing on the work of Vygotsky, Rogoff (1990) has also 
recently invoked the metaphor of child as apprentice to 
explain how the socio-cultural history of a community is 
acquired. Again, the child is seen as embedded in a context 
that contains more experienced members who can guide the 
child’s participation. Rogoff notes that the apprentice is 
actively engaged in attempting to understand the experiences 
he or she encounters. In this sense, the socio-historical 
tools and memories of a community are not passively received 
and accepted by the apprentice, but rather are co¬ 
constructed through a process of negotiation with others. 
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Finally, the "community of memory" is also balanced by 
a vision of what philosopher Josiah Royce (1936/1972) called 
the "community of hope." Members of a community are able to 
appreciate and share the promise of future events (including 
those beyond their own life-time) as part of what the 
community represents. A community’s anchor in the past helps 
individuals to connect their own aspirations to how they can 
contribute to the future hopes of the community - the common 
good (Bellah et al., 1985). By taking on a life that reaches 
beyond individuals in its longevity, the community is able 
to inspire commitment and obligation to the values it 
represents. 
Links with a past history, particularly in the form of 
traditions, could be seen as a threat to individual freedom. 
In response, Bowers (1987) contends that history and 
tradition are given life by those who enact it in the 
present. There can exist "a dialectical tension between 
socially dictated patterns and subjective meanings" (p. 61) 
that ensures that memories of the past embed rather than 
constrain individuals. According to Bowers, the school’s 
involvement in primary socialization involves a delicate 
balance between implicit "taken-for-granted" features of the 
community, that are essential to cohesion, and the critical 
reflection needed to examine these assumptions. 
These "taken-for-granted" features of the community 
form part of what Jackson (1968) has termed the "hidden 
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curriculum" of the classroom. This curriculum involves 
teachers’ tacit communication of social control and moral 
values through the classroom’s routines, rules, and 
interactions. Power, Higgens, and Kohlberg (1989) contend 
that teachers need to become more conscious of, and explicit 
about this moral curriculum in order to create a "just 
community" in the classroom. Furthermore, critical theorists 
argue that the hidden curriculum can maintain dominant 
cultural values and perspectives that oppress less powerful 
groups (Giroux and Purpel, 1983). As a way of confronting 
the hidden curriculum, Freire (1970) insists that 
individuals must be given the opportunity to "name" their 
memories, hopes, and present experiences in ways that are 
honest to their experience as members of a particular 
community rather than in ways that are constrained by the 
ideas of those imposing authority. This process of "naming" 
involves critical and reflective discourse with others in 
one’s community. 
Democracy and Justice 
Liberal individualists, such as Rawls (1971), suggest 
that community relations must be guided by a sense of 
justice - a respect for the rights of each person as a 
separate moral subject. Moral judgment involves a rational 
consideration of others’ perspectives in relation to one’s 
own. Piaget (1932/1977) contended that it is only through 
conflict and cooperation with others that children 
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internally construct the relations necessary for fair and 
just conduct. 
Piaget (1932/1977) was critical of theories positing 
adult authority (external constraint) and collective 
obligation (duty) as the hallmarks of a moral judgment in a 
community. According to Piaget, externally imposed rules 
might initially inspire a child’s unilateral respect for 
authority, but as the child gradually becomes capable of 
cooperation with peers, such a source of respect is eroded. 
He believed rules that are derived through cooperation "take 
root inside the child’s mind and result in effective 
observance in the measure they are incorporated in an 
autonomous will" (p. 350). Piaget offered the following 
conception of the teacher role in a school that sought to 
develop children’s moral autonomy: 
We therefore do not at all agree with Durkheim that 
it is the master’s business to impose or even 
"reveal" rules to the child. A "priest" is the 
last thing a schoolmaster should be: he should be 
an elder collaborator, and, if he has it in him, a 
simple comrade to the children. Then only will true 
discipline come into being - discipline that the 
children have willed and consented to. (p. 351) 
Beyond these issues of justice in children’s everyday 
interactions, Kohlberg and his colleagues saw the need to 
create a form of school governance based on democratic 
processes that would protect individual rights. They refer 
to 
...a decision-making process in which the rights of 
the students - as well as those of the teachers - 
are taken seriously and the value of justice or 
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fairness, rather than the value of adult authority 
is given primacy. (Power et al., 1989, p. 25) 
To learn "to understand and to feel justice," 
students have to be both treated justly and called 
upon to act justly. For Kohlberg that means 
educational democracy: schools in which everyone 
has a formally equal voice to make the rules and in 
which the validity of the rules are judged by their 
fairness to the interests of all involved. (Power 
et al., 1989, pp. 24-25) 
While Kohlberg acknowledged Piaget’s point, that children’s 
capacity for self-government should not be ignored, he also 
felt that the teacher could take on "a benign leadership 
role" in guiding the public processes of a democratic 
school. 
Much earlier, Dewey (1916) had also envisioned a moral 
community as participatory democracy. Like Kohlberg, Dewey 
argued that it is through the practice of democracy that 
children can best come to understand and enact the meaning 
of morality as justice. 
Whenever there is cojoint activity whose 
consequences are appreciated as good by all 
singular persons who take part in it, and where the 
realization of the good is such as to effect an 
energetic desire and effort to sustain it in being 
just because it is a good shared by all, there is 
in so far a community. The clear consciousness of a 
communal life in all its implications, constitutes 
the idea of democracy. (Dewey, 1916, p. 149) 
Dewey’s vision goes beyond a legalistic approach to justice 
in which the rights of separate individuals are balanced; he 
believed that moral action must be negotiated in terras of 
effects on the community. According to Dewey, moral 
education includes a sense of social responsibility. This 
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moral connection to the needs of others is the focus of the 
next section. 
Care and Attachment 
In Moral Education. Durkheim (1925/1961) argued that 
"we are moral beings only to the extent that we are social 
beings" (p. 64). Moral life is possible only through 
attachment to a collective which can derive goals that are 
not bound by the self-interests of individual members. The 
shared life brings with it a level of attachment that 
ensures that community members also share a sense of 
responsibility to and for the welfare and conduct of one 
another. This obligation or duty to others is not directed 
toward the needs and desires of an assortment of 
individuals, but rather is framed within the purposes of the 
community as a whole. According to Durkheim, the young 
child’s intrinsic ability to empathize with and form 
attachments to others forms the basis for later altruistic 
action that reaches beyond the needs of the self. While 
individuals’ obligations to the community could be seen as 
constraints, members perceive the solidarity of the 
community as a symbol of a shared life and the support and 
care that can be expected in this regard. Bellah et al. 
(1985) argue that practices of commitment or social 
involvement can provide more room for expressing 
individuality than does social isolation. This vision of 
commitment and care in a community differs greatly from the 
30 
chosen "networks" of narrow interest that abound in modern 
Western life. Gatto (1992) forcefully argues that networks 
are unable to serve the whole person, are only able to 
"feign" care, and are rooted permanently in the present. 
Even Lawrence Kohlberg came to acknowledge that moral 
relations require more than justice; they also require 
feelings of care and concern (Power et al., 1989). Based on 
the work of Dewey, Durkheim, and Royce, Kohlberg (1985) and 
his colleagues fashioned an approach to moral education in 
the schools that they call the "just community" approach: 
Through participatory justice and democracy, a 
sense of the group as valuable and united, the 
source of altruism and solidarity, is enhanced. 
Through collective acts of care and responsibility 
for the welfare of the group and each of its 
members, the sense of justice is enhanced. Both are 
advocated by teachers in a community designed to 
include teachers and the student peer group, 
morally two different groups in most American 
schools. (p. 43) 
Key to this "just community" is the concept that any social 
group creates a moral atmosphere (ecology, milieu, social 
system, culture) that has the potential to mediate the moral 
judgment and actions of individuals attached to that group. 
Research findings suggest that collective norms and values 
can be developed and enforced by a group based on their 
sense of care for the community and its members (Power et 
al., 1989). 
Kohlberg and Lickona (1990) maintain that caring 
relations, based on early empathy, can be fostered within a 
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group of preschoolers with the support and guidance of an 
understanding teacher. In this regard, Gilligan and Wiggens 
(1988) and Noddings (1984) argue that the potential to care 
lies in young children’s awareness of self in relation to 
others. During the early years, children need to find 
authentic relations in which they can learn about themselves 
and their capacity for care and attachment to others in the 
immediate community. It is children’s remembrance of being 
cared for by others and their associated Mco-feeling" (i.e., 
ability to participate in another’s feelings) that 
translates into an obligation to care for others. 
Philosopher Lawrence Blum (1987) also contends that there is 
a sense of relatedness between children that is fundamental 
to the early formation of identity. This essential 
connection between people leads to an emotional 
responsiveness which involves "an immediate and 
nonreferential grasp of another’s condition" (p. 315) and a 
resulting spontaneous show of care. Blum continues: 
To be concerned for a friend, or for a community 
with which one closely identifies and of which one 
is a member, is not to reach out to someone or 
something which is "wholly other" than oneself, but 
to that which shares a part of one’s own self and 
is implicated in one’s sense of one’s own identity. 
(p. 318) 
Inclusive Community 
The nature of community is also determined by how 
"open" or "closed" it is to membership. Suggesting a closed 
(or exclusive) approach to membership, Cohen (1985) defined 
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community as a symbolic boundary that sets different groups 
apart. In this view, the cohesiveness of community is 
sustained, in part, by negative assessment of other groups 
and by creating a strong sense of "we" and "they." In his 
examination of public schools’ failure to nurture community, 
Gatto (1992) notes that community-building in the towns of 
colonial New England was successful because: "Each town was 
able to able to \ sic 1 exclude people it didn’t like! People 
were able to choose whom they wanted to work with, to sort 
themselves into a living curriculum that worked for them" 
(p. 86). Gatto maintains that within each cohesive community 
a creative dialectic thrived between individual members, 
thereby ensuring a progressive community. 
If you have to accept everyone, no matter how 
hostile they may be to your own personality, 
philosophy, or mission, then an operation would 
quickly become paralyzed by fatal disagreements. 
The common causes and purposes that mark human 
association at its best must degrade into those few 
innocuous undertakings that have no political 
dimension, if such can be found. 
It’s a subtle distinction: living 
dialectically as the New Englanders did produces 
spectacular accomplishments and brings out strong 
qualities of character and mind in individuals, but 
it isn’t possible to manage where the whole 
catalogue of human beings is thrown together 
haphazardly or forced together, as it is in 
government monopoly school life. (pp. 86-87) 
Some educational philosophers, though, criticize this 
kind of closed community identity because it has the 
potential to: homogenize members into a narrow view of life, 
exclude certain individuals and groups from membership, and 
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impose a dominant culture on members with less social power 
(Goodman, 1992; Martin, 1992). Dewey (1916) argued that one 
criterion of a "worthy" community is: "How full and free is 
the interplay with other forms of association?" (p. 95). 
According to Dewey, exclusive or isolated groups are marked 
by static and selfish ideals that limit their possibilities. 
In this regard, Martin (1992) maintains that the ideal 
school community should be inclusive, cutting across social 
categories of all kinds (e.g., age, class, race). Dewey 
(1916) also believed that the principles of democracy are 
critical to ensuring that the values and ideas of a diverse 
group are represented in a community’s identity. He argued 
that the obstacles facing oppressed groups can only be 
addressed within such a diverse group when each individual 
sees the connection he or she has to the lives of others in 
the community. Similarly, Goodman (1992) maintains that an 
extreme focus on individualism "obscures the reality of 
social privilege and power from our consciousness, thus 
making it more difficult to understand ourselves and grow" 
(p. 20). 
Certainly, homogenous groups can offer the potential 
for considerable cohesiveness based on many dimensions of 
similarity amongst members. Minimizing the differences 
between people in a group might avoid fragmentation of a 
sense of shared goals and purpose. On the other hand, Peck 
(1987) warns of the possibility of inauthentic 
34 
"pseudocommunities," in which members ignore individual 
differences in order to maintain a supposed harmony: "The 
boring mannerliness of pseudocommunity is a pretense devoted 
to fleeing from anything that might cause healthy as well as 
unhealthy conflict" (p. 109). 
Goodman (1992) believes that inclusiveness in a 
community thrives on the dialectic of conflict. Rather than 
passively accepting or even ignoring individual differences 
in values and perspectives, Goodman suggests that a 
community can grow as a result of the conflict involved in 
attempts to resolve these differences. For critical 
theorists, creating an inclusive community involves 
"problem-posing" education, in which all group members are 
empowered to negotiate the meanings that they share for key 
issues in their lives together (Freire, 1970). Goodman 
(1992) concludes that participatory engagement in a 
community is energized when people who know each other 
personally confront the diverse interests of others. 
Similarly, proponents of a proactive anti-bias stance 
in the classroom argue that inclusiveness can create a 
dynamic tension that promotes challenge and growth in school 
relations (Derman-Sparks and the ABC Taskforce, 1989). 
Stressing the flexibility and inclusiveness of Dewey’s 
perspective on community, Leach (1989) offered the following 
comments in support of the liberating possibilities of a 
diverse community: 
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Communities of meaning cannot be embodied in a 
system of oppositions - of groups, classes, or 
genders... community demands the suspension of 
certainty of reference - "black," "white," "inside" 
or "outside," not by erasing these differences but 
by foregrounding the complex dynamism of their 
interaction, (p. 260) 
In all, the literature suggests that the concept of 
community involves ideas about who will be included and who 
will be excluded from membership, and on what bases. 
Conclusion 
This overview has examined some of the major themes and 
ideas that are part of the Western philosophical discussion 
concerning community. "Community," a seemingly obvious and 
commonly shared concept actually contains multiple meanings 
that present classroom teachers with considerable options 
for debate. The next section of this review looks at the 
dynamic tension that exists between the needs of the child 
and the needs of the group, which further complicates the 
issue of building community within early childhood settings 
Dialectic Tensions in Thinking about Community 
Introduction 
In the history of ideas influencing education in this 
country there has been an ongoing debate between 
phil osophies that offer either child-centered or society- 
centered perspectives (Karrier, 1986; Weber, 1984). Based on 
his ground-breaking ethnographies of classroom life, Philip 
Jackson (1977) argues that "though there is a seemingly 
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endless variety of viewpoints from which to examine 
educational purposes and procedures, much of this 
variability is subsumed under a dual classification marking 
off two large and loosely organized families of educational 
thought" (p. 21). Society, authority, conformity, and the 
group are pitted, in a simplistic and rigid way, against the 
child, democracy, freedom, and autonomy. Jackson sees this 
dichotomy as limiting the depth and complexity of teachers’ 
educational discourse. He contends that there is little 
doubt, at least on a superficial level of catch-phrases and 
teacher lore, that the teachers of young children in this 
country have a strong leaning toward the realm of the child. 
Early childhood educators have historically drawn on the 
child-centered philosophies of Rousseau, Pestallozzi, 
Froebel, and more recently, Dewey and Piaget (Bredekamp, 
1987; Day, 1983; Weber, 1984). These ideas have nurtured a 
strong emphasis within the field of early education on the 
unique qualities of the individual and the importance of 
nurturing autonomy and self-reliance (Bredekamp, 1987; 
Hendrick, 1992). 
The dichotomy in educational thought is grounded in 
philosophical and cultural assumptions about the nature of 
the relationship between the individual and the group. For 
instance, the individualistic orientation of many early 
childhood educators could be a reflection of the dominant 
values in U.S. society. In turn, these assumptions can be 
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linked to the developmental expectations that our culture 
holds for its children and to the settings in which child- 
rearing occurs (Whiting and Edwards, 1988). Faced with the 
task of building community in a group setting, teachers must 
begin to become conscious of, confront, and attempt to 
resolve the individual-group dialectic in a way that moves 
beyond a simplistic and limiting dichotomy. This section of 
the review details the philosophical, cultural, and 
developmental issues, before discussing related insights 
from ethnographies of early education classrooms. 
Cultural-Philosophical Viewpoints 
One familiar scheme for distinguishing among 
social-moral systems, including the orientations 
acquired by individuals in those systems, is the 
dichotomy between collectivist and individualistic 
orientations. (Turiel, Killen, and Helwig, 1987, p. 
159) 
Many social scientists have devoted considerable research 
and theoretical discussion to explicating this dichotomy. 
For example, a study conducted in nine countries identified 
individualism-collectivism as an important dimension of 
cultural variation (Triandis et al, 1986). Briefly, 
individualism was associated with separation, self-reliance, 
competition, and hedonism, while collectivism was defined by 
interdependence, sociability, and a focus on family 
integrity. These researchers were able to distinguish 
Western cultures, such as France and the U.S.A., from Third 
World countries and Eastern countries, such as Japan and 
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China, on the basis of this pooling of cultural values. 
Individualism was found to be the predominant orientation in 
the United States. A further associated dichotomy contrasted 
idiocentrism (emphasis on personal achievement together with 
feelings of loneliness) with allocentrism (a perception of 
social support and belonging). 
In all, a large body of sociological, anthropological, 
and psychological research indicates that individualism 
(self-reliance, self-actualization, and the pursuit of 
personal freedom) is the predominant cultural value of 
middle-class Euro-Americans in U.S. society (Bellah, et al., 
1985; Goodman, 1992; Remley, 1988). Regardless of the actual 
extent of this personal freedom, Marsella, DeVos, and Hsu 
(1985) argue that in the U.S. there is an accentuated 
perception of individualism and independence; people see 
themselves and their children as free to choose and free to 
ignore dependency on others and society. The social 
conventions of society are seen as a contract freely decided 
upon by rational individuals, in which members have the 
right or will to choose to join or exit from this contract 
(Shweder, Mahapatra, and Miller, 1987). 
Both individualistic and collectivist structures have 
features that could support or obstruct the building of 
community. On face-value, it seems that collectivism (and 
associated allocentrism) is the value-orientation that would 
be most consonant with building a sense of community. 
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Collectivists share resources with group members, consider 
the impact of their own behavior on others, and generally 
feel part of the group’s life (Triandis et al., 1986). In 
her review of child-rearing patterns amongst cultural groups 
in this country and elsewhere, Lubeck (1985) concluded that 
a collective orientation involves interdependence, 
cooperation, and relational thinking. 
Collectivism also presents problems and tensions for 
building community. In particular, collectivists tend to 
limit their sense of cooperative obligation to the members 
of the identified "in-group," while strangers (or the "out¬ 
group") are dealt with in less generous ways (Marsella et 
al. , 1985; Triandis et al, 1986). 
Individualism supports and obstructs community-building 
in different ways. Individualists* resistance to 
subordinating personal goals and their willingness to 
confront in-group members over differences in opinion can 
strengthen and safeguard the democratic nature of the 
community and oppose attempts to make members conform to the 
dictates of an arbitrary authority (Triandis et al., 1986). 
However, the obstacles to community-building are formidable. 
Individualism builds a sense of separation from the group 
and competition with others by focusing on individual 
responsibility for successes and failures. The resulting 
alienation, anomie, lack of social support, and focus on 
personal privacy are all aspects which undermine the idea of 
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community (Bellah et al., 1985; Triandis et al. , 1986). 
Furthermore, Goodman (1992) maintains that there are a 
number of ironies associated with individualism, as 
expressed in North American culture, that work against 
building a democratic community: 
Since only a very few individuals can actually 
manifest their unique thoughts, values, or artistry 
within this corporate structure [of work and other 
institutions], the vast majority are left huddled 
together in a passive uniformity, (p. 18) 
A second irony embedded in America’s individualism 
is found in the myth that it provides an 
opportunity for each person to become "self 
actualized...." The realization of one’s dreams, 
aspirations, and self-actualization is indubitably 
easier for those in society who are privileged than 
for those who happen to be born nonwhite, working 
class, homosexual, handicapped, or female. (pp. 19- 
20) 
A final irony found in individualism is that, 
although it promotes the view that we can determine 
our destiny, its emphasis on individualistic 
solutions to societal problems restrains us from 
doing so. Many people feel dehumanized and without 
a sense of personal identity in their encounters 
with social institutions (schools, workplaces, 
shopping centers, governmental institutions). In 
response, they withdraw from public spheres and 
devote their energies to highly personal projects. 
(p. 20) 
Other social scientists and theorists contend that this 
individualistic - collectivist dichotomy masks the actual 
complexity of cultural values. Turiel, Killen and Helwig 
(1983) argue for an appreciation of the personal 
construction of moral and social values through rational 
decision-making and a consideration of the specific 
situation and context being faced. These authors point to 
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research which shows variation in individual value 
statements within cultures as well as universal positions 
across cultures. 
Value orientations also differ according to the level 
of social relationship involved (family, neighborhood, 
society) (Triandis et al., 1986). Schwartz (1990) concluded 
that there is often a distinction between "in-group" 
collective goals and universal collective goals (e.g., 
equality, social justice, world peace, environmental 
consciousness) and that individualists’ concerns are not 
necessarily promoted at the expense of the collective (and 
vice versa). He presented evidence that people vary within 
specific sub-types of collective and individualistic goals. 
For instance, political activists may be individualistic in 
opposing social conformity, but at the same time express 
considerable collectivistic prosocial concern. Finally, 
certain key values (e.g., wisdom, inner harmony) can serve 
both individual and group needs. 
Goodman (1992) argues against seeing our society as 
"monolithic" in promoting individualism as an "all-pervasive 
ideology." Rather, U.S. society contains a considerable 
heritage of individuals, groups, and movements dedicated to 
communitarian efforts. For instance, African-Americans have 
demonstrated a strong collective orientation in cultural 
values (Lubeck, 1985), the labor union and women’s movements 
have fought for collective goals, and in the past, even 
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middle-class individualists had a strong core of civic 
responsibility (Bellah et al. , 1985). In all, I conclude 
that it is simplistic to assume that a particular cultural 
group strictly adheres to a broad value orientation that 
pits its members against the possibility of building 
community. A more reasonable view may be that Western 
societies, such as the U.S., have an individualistic bias 
that presents challenges as well as opportunities for 
building community. 
Cultural values are derived from history and experience 
within a particular group and context (Shweder et al., 
1987). As Turiel (1983) notes, values are also a matter of 
personal construction and rationality. In this review it is 
assumed that there exists a two-way interaction between 
individual rationality and cultural practices, values, and 
systems of thought. Moreover, this interaction is guided by 
one’s experience within a particular physical and social 
setting (Whiting and Edwards, 1988). With this in mind, the 
discussion now turns to philosophical viewpoints related to 
the meaning of community. 
In the philosophical literature there is an ongoing 
debate which has attempted to untangle the relationship 
between the individual and the group. In the process, a 
similar dichotomy of value orientations has been portrayed. 
On one side there are the liberal individualists, a view 
most often associated with U.S.American culture, and on the 
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other side, the communitarians, in part a more recent 
response to the perceived threat of alienation and anomie in 
modern Western society. 
Based on Kantian philosophy, Rawls (1971) proposes an 
"antecedent individuated subject" whose relationship with 
other is regulated by the principles of justice. The 
individual remains distanced from his or her "circumstance," 
that is, one is able to rationally judge the right of one’s 
aims and activities by the self being separated from them. 
This libertarian view maintains that the individual has a 
"duty" to respect others as separate moral agents. While 
there is no obligation for friendship or generosity to 
others, Rawls believes that community members have 
complimentary interests and capacities which will eventually 
enable them to see that "the successes and enjoyment of 
others are necessary for and complementary to [their] own 
good" (p. 253). Cooperative activities and arrangements are 
valued as good in themselves and it is through these 
experiences, over time, that participants gradually build 
sentimental bonds to other members. 
This individualistic view of the nature of community 
bonds is attacked by Sandel (1982) because it does not 
envisage community as actually constituting the aims and 
aspirations of the self. Sandel proposes a conception of 
community that focuses on the way this structure nurtures 
44 
its members and gives meaning to their lives. The 
"constitutive” community is: 
...not just a feeling but a mode of self¬ 
understanding partly constitutive of the agent’s 
identity. Members... conceive their identity - the 
subject and not just the object of their feelings 
and aspirations - as defined to some extent by the 
community of which they are part. For them, 
community describes not just what they have as 
fellow citizens but also what they are, not a 
relationship they choose (as in a voluntary 
association) but an attachment they discover, not 
merely an attribute but a constituent of their 
identity. (Sandel, 1982, p. 150) 
Key to this perspective is the social nature of self¬ 
understanding. An individual’s conscious awareness of self 
and ability to evaluate one’s aims and actions is shaped by 
interaction with fellow community members. Worsfold (1986) 
argues that the mutual demands on each other to assist in 
the continuing development of self-consciousness ensures 
that "individual identities are embedded in the community of 
which they are part" (p. 294). In this communitarian view, 
the young child’s identity is not pre-existing, but begins 
to take shape through experiences within the community he or 
she enters (Sichel, 1988). 
Each side of this debate about the individual’s 
relationship to the group has tended to emphasize the 
dichotomy by enlarging the dangers of the contrasting view 
(Bricker, 1989). On one side, communitarians have attacked 
liberal individualism as being associated with the 
separation, alienation, and anomie that are prevalent in 
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Western societies. In contrast, individualists have 
characterized the idea of a constitutive community as being 
associated with social conformism. For instance, Benn (1982) 
raised concerns over what he termed the "total community." 
The solidarity of the group becomes the standard by which 
all other matters are judged. The community is internalized 
by the individual to the extent that it demands 
uncompromised commitment from its members. 
Furthermore, Enslin (1989) contends that a constitutive 
community amounts to molding the child’s approach to life in 
a way that does not promote critical scrutiny of dominant 
values. Instead of the primacy of the principles of justice 
and individual rights, Enslin concludes that a constitutive 
community "circumscribes the body of persons eligible for 
benevolent, fraternal and altruistic treatment" (p. 255). 
Libertarians believe that in their model of human relations 
the individualized self is able to judge actions rationally 
and consciously in accordance with the principle of respect 
for others as separate moral agents (Benn, 1982). In this 
way, the autonomous individual is guarded against any 
constraint of freedom (social conformity). 
Some years ago, Erich Fromm (1941/1965) argued that 
there is a "dialectic character" involved in the process of 
growing human freedom that is marked by a conflict between 
solidarity with others on one hand, and growing isolation 
and insecurity on the other. More recently, philosophical 
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debate has moved away from an individual - collective 
dichotomy and toward acknowledging such a dialectic. In this 
regard, Raywid (1988) framed her presidential address to the 
Philosophy of Education Society with these comments: 
Many philosophers of education have accepted the 
classical liberal’s fear of the domination of the 
collectivity, and have been concerned with the 
cultivation of freedom, reason, and autonomy as 
ways to gain distance and independence from the 
community. They have taken the two interests as 
mutually exclusive and have chosen freedom in 
preference to community. I am convinced we must 
look again. Certainly a great deal of contemporary 
work urges the importance of redesigning a 
community for our time. (p. 197) 
Attempts are being made to create models which seek to 
address the perceived lack of community in U.S.society while 
pursuing a value of autonomy and democratic freedom. Drawing 
on the work of Maslow and Fromm, Goodman (1992) offers this 
view: 
In order to sustain a critical democracy within 
society, the balance between the values of 
individuality and community must be maintained. On 
the one hand, individuals within a critical 
democracy must be not only free but also actively 
supported in their efforts to "self actualize." (p. 
9) 
Each individual’s self-actualization can be fully 
realized only within a just and caring society. 
Individual goals must be balanced by deep and 
sincere attitudes of altruism, compassion, 
cooperation, and civic responsibility and the 
social structures that support them. Freedom within 
this context suggests nonexploitative 
psychological, social, and economic relations and 
the belief that our identities cannot be seen as 
separate from the organic, interdependent system of 
humankind... (p. 9) 
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Because of the socio-historic dominance of 
individualism in U.S. society, Goodman argues for a 
"connectionist" perspective in schools to help support 
individuals to understand their reciprocal obligations to 
others in the community. Rather than seeing the individual 
and the community on opposite poles of the same continuum, 
some philosophers argue for an understanding of the critical 
relationship between these human concepts. Chase (1978) 
eloquently states the issue: 
A community exists when shared values and interests 
provide an appropriate framework for a network of 
interdependent relationships. It is in such a 
context that a private life becomes meaningful, and 
without which, privacy is simply another form of 
isolation, (p. 306) 
Similarly, Bricker (1989) attempts to acknowledge and create 
a middle ground in his discussion of individualism and the 
hidden curriculum of civic education in the schools. He 
attacks Sandel’s (1982) communitarian views as too limiting 
on personal freedom by overemphasizing the determination of 
personal identity by the socio-historical context one is 
born into. At the same time, though, Bricker argues that 
individuals need to be aware of their context and those in 
it in order to exercise true autonomy. By having 
opportunities to collaborate with others, the individual 
gains greater knowledge of self and the social nature of 
knowledge: "it is only to the degree that people are 
participants in forms of life that transcend them 
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individually, that they achieve knowledge and thereby become 
different from one another in terms of what they know" (p. 
93). 
According to Bricker, individualistic school practices, 
such as working alone in competition with others, ironically 
cut the individual off from opportunities to exercise 
autonomy. In contrast, a collaborative classroom atmosphere 
needs access to both communitarian and individualistic 
values. Bricker suggests that the "goods of the community" 
should come through the teacher’s promotion of freely chosen 
acts of generosity and friendship between members of the 
group. Generosity involves giving to, supporting, and caring 
for others without any sense of obligation or reciprocal 
gain. 
I would like the virtues of friendship and 
generosity to permeate public life to such a degree 
that a preoccupation with justice, that is, a 
preoccupation that people get what they deserve, is 
not the ever-present concern of citizens. I look 
upon the principle of justice and the right to 
individual protections that it implies as ideally a 
fallback position, a safety net for the regulation 
of human beings when their friendship and 
generosity fail. (p. 7) 
In all, the cultural and philosophical literature 
suggests that a simplistic dichotomy of value systems may 
limit thinking about the meaning of community. Instead, the 
literature points to attempts to confront and resolve a 
complex dialectic between values that emphasize the 
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individual and those that emphasize the group as crucial in 
conceptualizing community. 
The Developmental Dichotomy 
Over the past two decades, the psychology of Piaget 
(DeVries and Kohlberg, 1990) has focused attention on the 
ideas of learning as an individual construction and 
development as movement toward increasing autonomy. The 
early contention of Piaget (1925/1955) that there "is no 
real social life among children of less than seven or eight 
years of age" (p. 61) was linked to his view of early 
childhood as a time of profound egocentrism. The egocentric 
child is unable to shift perspective from the self’s point 
of view or differentiate these personal thoughts from the 
input of the external world (Piaget, 1932/1977). As a 
result, the young child does not seek to communicate ideas 
and feelings in a way that ensures mutual cooperation with 
others. 
Despite Piaget’s (1962) later curb on the scope of 
egocentrism, these ideas continue to influence educators and 
constrain the kind of social life envisaged for 
preschoolers. Early childhood teachers view children as 
having limited potential for engaging in cooperative 
activity (Goffin, 1987; Hill and Reed, 1989). They perceive 
young children as primarily focused on the self, limited in 
ability to relate to, understand, and care about the 
concerns of others (Perry and Bussey, 1984). In particular, 
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developmental research has tended to focus on preschoolers’ 
limited perspective-taking and communication skills 
(Robinson, 1986; Selman, 1980). With such developmental 
expectations, I suggest that the preschool child’s ability 
to value, contribute to, and grow through the shared life of 
a community is called into question. 
The attention of social scientists has begun to shift 
to an alternative view of the child inspired by Vygotsky’s 
work half a century ago (Bruner and Haste, 1987; Corsaro and 
Elder, 1990; Rogoff, 1990). In Mind and Society. Vygotsky 
(1930-5/1978) claimed that the young child begins life 
oriented toward others in both action and speech. Socially 
rooted and historically developed activities are first 
experienced in the child’s social relationships as 
interpersonal operations, prior to being internalized. As 
the child engages in social events, the meaning and social 
value of these events is interpreted, negotiated, and shared 
by the participants - a process of co-construction (Winegar, 
1988). Jerome Bruner (1986) explained his own shift in 
thinking about the nature of the child: 
I have come increasingly to recognize that most 
learning in most settings is a communal activity, a 
sharing of the culture. It is not just that the 
child must make his knowledge his own, but that he 
must make it his own within a community of those 
who share his sense of belonging to a culture. It 
is this that leads me to emphasize not only 
discovery and invention but the importance of 
negotiating and sharing - in a word, of joint 
culture creating as an object of schooling and as 
an appropriate step en route to becoming a member 
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of the adult society in which one lives out one’s 
life. (p. 127) 
Recently, Lee (1989) has argued and demonstrated that 
there is now sufficient empirical evidence to dismiss the 
idea that egocentricity predominates in early childhood and 
search instead for a theory that "generally embraces the 
deeply social nature of the child’s construction of 
knowledge" (p. 389). A sociocentric account asks educators 
to reconsider the developmental potential of young children 
for contributing to the construction of a meaningful 
community. Rather than perceiving the young child as limited 
to her or his own concerns, one is drawn to the possibility 
that early in life the child is actively open to the 
perspectives of others. Theorists and researchers argue that 
the child’s awareness of subjectivities provides a basis for 
cooperative interaction, the negotiation of shared meanings, 
and the formation of personal identity in relation to group 
membership (Butterworth, 1987; Dunn, 1988; Stern, 1985; 
Trevarthen, 1987). 
While these ideas remain principally within the 
academic literature, recent national interest amongst early 
childhood teachers in the social constructivist approach to 
early education in Reggio Emilia, Italy, indicates that the 
egocentric-sociocentric dialectic is beginning to affect 
thinking that will be applied directly to classroom practice 
(Edwards, Gandini, and Forman, in press; New, 1990). A shift 
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back to a more social account of the child would be nothing 
completely new, finding its origins in the work of Mead 
(1934/1963) and Vygotsky (1930-5/1978) over half a century 
ago. Indeed, a reading of original works by major theorists 
such as Mead, Dewey, Vygotsky, and Durkheim reveal attempts 
to grapple with and resolve the complex relationship between 
the needs of the individual and the needs of the group and 
society (Turiel et al., 1987). As opposed to resting clearly 
on one pole or the other, as is often portrayed in the 
popular literature, these theorists generally acknowledged 
that the issues are more complex than placing the group or 
the individual prior to the other. Even Piaget (1962) 
acknowledged that there exists a "surprising 
misapprehension" by some educators that egocentrism stems 
from "an individualism that precedes relations with others" 
(p. 4 ) . 
There is room for greater complexity in how teachers 
and researchers think about the child’s potential for a 
social life. Damon (1988) acknowledges that there is now 
considerable consensus that social perspective-taking is a 
multifaceted skill, highly dependent on task familiarity and 
demands, that emerges gradually throughout the preschool and 
later years. In Damon’s view, while the sociocentric nature 
of the child is accepted, he also acknowledges that 
egocentrism may in some situations limit the child’s ability 
to accurately interpret a social event. When faced with 
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competing social demands and a complex situation with little 
contextual familiarity, preschoolers can become inconsistent 
in their ability to decenter from their own needs (Selman, 
1980), showing a lack of flexibility in this new situation 
(Fivush and Slackman, 1986). 
Given a situation, though, that is familiar and 
socially meaningful, the preschooler demonstrates 
considerable ability to consider other perspectives 
(Donaldson, 1978). Research also indicates that young 
children have access to other social skills developed 
through experience that may obviate the need to depend on 
sophisticated forms of perspective-taking when faced with 
the tasks of community membership (Light, 1987). For 
instance, the ability to relate to the needs and goals of 
the group as a whole could be effectively achieved through 
the preschool child’s empathic responsiveness and 
understanding of affect (Damon, 1988; Dunn, 1988; Eisenberg 
and Mussen, 1989; Sherman, 1975; Strayer and Schroeder, 
1989; Thompson, 1987; Verdonik, 1988), grasp of moral and 
social conventional knowledge (Corsaro, 1985; DeVries, 
Learned and, Morgan, 1990; Kohlberg and Lickona, 1990; 
Turiel et al., 1987), and familiarity with the social 
scripts of daily life (Bruner, 1986; Elkind, 1987; Nelson, 
1986; Nelson and Gruendal, 1986). 
In all, while child development research will continue 
in its efforts to better understand the social abilities of 
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children, there appears sufficient reason already for 
teachers to rethink their assumptions and expectations in 
these regards. By acknowledging the social potential (rather 
than limitations) of preschoolers, teachers may find 
appropriate ways for young children to participate in the 
building of community. 
Ethnographies of Preschool Life 
The thinking and practice of classroom teachers are 
undoubtedly influenced by key cultural values and by 
theories about development and education that hold popular 
favor at the time (Jackson, 1977). In this final section of 
the review, the limited pool of ethnographies conducted 
recently in preschool classrooms is discussed in order to 
give some insight into this issue. These ethnographies 
generally involved comparisons of different cultural groups, 
either from within the U.S. or from different countries. 
These comparisons highlight an emphasis on either a 
collectivist or an individualistic orientation to early 
education. 
Lubeck (1985) used participant observation and in-depth 
interview in a study of two preschools, one a middle-class 
center drawing from a predominantly Euro-American 
population, the other a Head Start center serving an 
African-American population. Lubeck argues that what was 
observable in the preschools was "the socialization of 
children into the pre-eminent values of the society, values 
55 
which the teachers themselves have internalized" (p. 112). 
She believes that the transmission of values occurred in the 
structuring of time and space, the choice of activities and 
utilization of materials and patterns of adult-child 
interaction - the "hidden curriculum." 
In the Head Start center, the value of the collective, 
of "group solidarity," was expressed in a classroom 
environment that was more peer-oriented than child-oriented. 
There were clear lines of authority between the teachers and 
children, with teachers themselves modeling their own 
closely-connected peer group. This was in contrast to the 
focus on one-to-one teacher-child attention favored in the 
predominantly Euro-American preschool. Group membership was 
also encouraged in the Head Start center through teachers 
referring to, and expecting obedience from the children as a 
unified group. Convergent responses to teachers’ questions 
were clearly reinforced. 
In an ethnography of five different centers, Suransky 
(1982) likewise found a focus on the sameness or equality of 
the children in one center with a population of 
predominantly African-American children and teachers. For 
instance, the teachers tended to comment on a child doing, 
wearing, or knowing the same thing as another child, rather 
than pointing out individual differences. Suransky also 
notes the strong encouragement of sharing and thus, the 
disapproval of possessive behavior. Finally, the center’s 
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"grandmother program" ensured an intergenerational presence 
in the classroom that mirrored the children’s extended 
families. In their position of authority and nurturer in the 
classroom, the grandmothers acted as a conduit of the 
history and traditions of the community and culture. 
Both Suransky and Lubeck (1985) comment on the 
contrasting individualistic approach evident in the centers 
which reflected the dominant Euro-American, middle-class 
culture of this country. In Suransky’s (1982) study, 
children at a Montissori center were encouraged to work 
independently of others and hold ownership of their "work," 
while at a free-school center, the children had unlimited 
freedom to express themselves (often to the detriment of the 
teacher’s freedom). Suransky (1982) argues that the 
traditional Western emphasis on competition in schools was 
apparent even in the free-school. In her view, the focus on 
the individual and the removal of adult constraint means 
that a "survival of the fittest" ethos is implicitly 
supported. 
Lubeck (1985) found that teachers at the center serving 
middle-class Euro-American children emphasized the 
differences between children, encouraging opportunities for 
children to distinguish themselves from the rest of the 
group through products or behavior: 
In their focus on individual children and in their 
structuring of an environment that maximizes 
individual choice and action, the preschool 
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teachers encourage children to be uniquely 
different from others, (p. 136) 
In her mapping of what was termed the "individualistic” 
orientation, Lubeck notes the subtle and pervading ways that 
cultural values were transmitted in this classroom: a focus 
on manipulating objects rather than relating to peers; an 
emphasis on how space, time, and the curriculum is broken 
into "parts"; a maximization of adult-child interaction; and 
language for assisting children to make choices. Suransky’s 
(1982) analysis largely echoes Lubeck’s (1985) 
interpretation of the strategies for pursuing dominant Euro- 
American values. 
In each of these ethnographies the researchers sought 
to contrast different sub-cultural groups and in so doing 
may tend to overemphasize the individualism-collectivism 
dichotomy rather than detect the subtle nuances of the 
teacher’s thinking about community. For instance, Lubeck 
noted the dichotomy as follows: 
The two programs have been shown to differ 
systematically. It is as though the dynamic in the 
preschool [Euro-American population] was a sort of 
centrifugal force, working children away from the 
group, while the Head Start center [African- 
American] dynamic was centripetal, encouraging 
children to cohere and be part of the group, (p. 
136) 
A study by Tobin, Wu, and Davidson (1989) strived to avoid 
such generalizations by privileging the words (and meaning¬ 
making) of the many teachers as opposed to relying heavily 
on the observations of the researcher. Tobin et al. 
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interviewed groups of preschool teachers in the U.S., China, 
and Japan, using edited videotape of their classroom 
activity as a way to provoke reflective discussion amongst 
the group. These authors found that the teachers in all 
three cultures viewed the promotion of self-reliance and 
independence as important rationale for preschools. While 
this finding appears contrary to the prevalent view of 
independence as a characteristically Western trait, Tobin 
and his colleagues argue that U.S. teachers uniquely 
emphasize the importance of individualism and freedom of 
choice (in activities and materials) as ways to promote 
independence. 
Individualism was seen in the U.S. teachers’ concern 
with tailoring the curriculum to the unique qualities of 
each child, and the displeasure they had for activities in 
which groups of children are seen to do the same thing. 
While these teachers were generally concerned about how much 
emphasis to place on group work, Tobin et al. (1989) 
conclude that the U.S. teachers were able to see 
individualism and independence as compatible with group- 
membership. Even so, these teachers emphasized individualism 
to the exclusion of any acknowledgment of equality or 
’’shared destiny" amongst the children. This perception of 
equality amongst group-members was a vital feature of the 
Chinese and Japanese teachers’ discourse, just as this value 
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was seen in the centers serving African-American children 
observed by Lubeck (1985) and Suransky (1982). 
In Yonemura’s (1986) case study of one teacher working 
in the laboratory school of a New York public university, 
the researcher’s observations of the classroom are used to 
provoke in-depth discussion in a similar way to the use of 
videotape in the Tobin et al. (1989) study. In talking about 
the importance of sharing materials, the teacher argued that 
it is important to consider the logic of the play when 
deciding when sharing is appropriate. For instance, a child 
who is at a critical point in a long term project may need 
all the blocks to bring an idea to fruition. The teacher 
believed that the observing child has an opportunity to 
understand the importance of this experience and its 
precedence over momentary needs or wishes. Finally, this 
teacher placed considerable importance on what each child 
could learn from each other as members of a community: 
Far from sacrificing their individuality, she 
thought, the children became more trusting and more 
autonomous, and they showed more initiative through 
their participation as members of a small 
community, (p. 50) 
This teacher’s conception of community goes beyond a simple 
dichotomy of values regarding the relationship between the 
child and the group as seen in the other ethnographies 
discussed. Her view of community does not fit neatly within 
stereotypical ideas about a collective or individualistic 
ethos as an "either - or" situation. Indeed, recent 
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critiques of the assumptions underlying U.S. elementary 
schools argue that teachers must begin to re-examine the 
dialectic between the individual and the community. Goodman 
(1992) maintains that much of the organizational structure 
and curriculum content of schools intended to reflect 
individualism may actually create a ’’social conformism"; 
learners are isolated from each other and are in competition 
for rewards and resources. Based on his year-long 
ethnography of an elementary school, Goodman argues for an 
emphasis on a "connectionist" approach to schooling, in 
which children are helped to see their connection (and 
responsibility) to others, as a necessary balance to the 
individualism pervading U.S. society. In a similar vein, 
Bricker (1989) identifies the emphasis on individual study 
and "possession" of one’s products as misguided attempts to 
assert the primacy of the individual. Only through 
collaborative study with others will students be able to 
gain a greater knowledge of self and sense of autonomy. 
Bricker argues for a middle ground between liberal 
individualism and communitarian ideals based on freely 
chosen generosity and an awareness of how autonomy operates 
within a relationship to the socio-historical context. 
To understand the nature, potential, and boundaries of 
a classroom community I conclude that teachers need to move 
beyond an individual - group (or any other) dichotomy by 
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becoming aware of and reflecting on their underlying values 
and assumptions. 
Conclusion and Summary 
The literature suggests that community is a complex 
concept which has the potential to hold multiple meanings. 
In this review, I proposed and discussed various dimensions 
of community as a backdrop to the issues that teachers 
raised in the present study. The dimensions were: the shared 
life, the intersection of classroom and peer culture, the 
passage of time, democracy and justice, care and attachment, 
and inclusiveness in community. How teachers give meaning to 
the concept of community will be framed within cultural 
assumptions and theoretical debates that will both challenge 
and influence their ideas. In this review, I examined 
dialectical tensions in thinking about community that 
concerned philosophical, cultural, and developmental issues 
related to early education. Ethnographies of early childhood 
classrooms were also discussed in terms of their views 
related to classroom community. Differences in socioeconomic 
status and cultural membership have been connected with 
either an individualistic or a collectivistic orientation to 
life. I conclude from this review that there is a need to 
move beyond a dichotomy between the individual and the group 




DESIGN OF THE STUDY 
» Theory and Rationale 
The design for this study was framed within a 
qualitative or naturalistic paradigm in which the phenomena 
of interest are described, interpreted, and given meaning 
(Lincoln and Guba, 1985). This paradigm assumes that there 
are multiple, constructed realities which the inquirer 
attempts to understand through prolonged forms of engagement 
with informants. In Lincoln and Guba’s view, the 
naturalistic inquirer prefers to 
negotiate meanings and interpretations with the 
human sources from which the data have chiefly been 
drawn because it is their constructions of reality 
that the inquirer seeks to reconstruct, (p. 41) 
I see the purpose of this study - to explore and describe 
teachers’ shared meaning for the concept of community in 
early childhood classrooms - as best pursued within this 
paradigm. Specifically, the design of this study integrated 
three theoretical streams of the qualitative paradigm 
discussed in this section: personal construct theory, 
symbolic interactionism, and multi-vocal visual-ethnography. 
This section concludes with a discussion of the theoretical 
underpinnings of research specifically focused on teachers’ 
thinking. 
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According to Kelly (1955), personal construct theory 
assumes that humans actively seek to make sense of and 
interpret their world by constructing mental representations 
of their experience. These constructs form a system of 
evolving meanings (attitudes, perceptions, values, and 
understandings) which individuals use to predict events and 
behavior. Guided by this theory, Bussis, Chittendan, and 
Amarel (1976) contend that 
research would have to be as much concerned with 
the quality of experience and the meaning of 
behavior as with the occurrence of behavior, and it 
would not assume that similar behavioral 
expressions by different people necessarily have 
similar meanings, (p. 14) 
Bussis et al. (1976) argue that in-depth interviewing offers 
the best opportunity to access the meaning that classroom 
behavior has for individual teachers. According to Seidman 
(1986), this interview technique involves asking 
participants "to reconstruct their experience and reflect on 
the meaning they make of that experience" (p. 15). In the 
present study, an adaptation of this technique enabled me to 
gain understanding of the constructs (or images) that 
teachers employ to describe and interpret their thoughts 
regarding community in the classroom. The use of edited 
videotape, drawn from episodes in the teachers’ classrooms, 
provoked reflexivity in the interviews. Through a series of 
interviews held over time I was able to probe into how 
teachers deal with challenges to their personal constructs, 
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and to discover underlying themes and patterns that organize 
the relationships between these constructs. 
Similar to personal construct theory, Blumer’s (1969) 
theory of symbolic interactionisra assumes that "people act 
toward events, people, and other things on the basis of the 
meanings these things have for them (as symbols) rather than 
towards the things themselves (as tangible objects)" (p. 2). 
This theory, though, pays more attention to the social 
context of meaning-making than is implied in personal 
construct theory. Grounded in Mead’s (1934) social 
behaviorism, symbolic interactionism maintains that meanings 
are derived through the process of social interaction within 
a group. Attitudes and definitions that prevail within a 
group will, in turn, influence and interact with how the 
individual interprets her or his personal experience (Jacob, 
1987). In a similar vein, Bruner (1986) argues that social 
reality is actually created within the discourse of a group: 
So if one asks the question, where is the meaning 
of social concepts - in the world, in the meaner’s 
head, or in interpersonal negotiation - one is 
compelled to answer that it is the last of these. 
Meaning is what we can agree upon or at least 
accept as a working basis for seeking agreement 
about the concept at hand. If one is arguing about 
social "realities" like democracy or equity or even 
gross national product, the reality is not the 
thing, not in the head, but in the act of arguing 
and negotiating about the meaning of such concepts. 
Social realities are not bricks that we trip over 
or bruise ourselves on when we kick at them, but 
the meanings that we achieve through the sharing of 
human cognitions, (p. 122) 
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In this study, group interviews were used to provide 
me with a window into the negotiation of meanings in the 
social context of a school. Taking the perspective of an 
anthropologist, I viewed the teachers as being members of a 
school culture which shares important meaning-systems and 
distinctive ways of talking about education that would frame 
their images of community (D’Andrade, 1984; Smircich, 1983; 
Spradely, 1979). 
The design of the study particularly drew on the 
"multi-vocal video-ethnography" developed by Tobin, Wu, and 
Davidson (1989) and used in their recent study of how 
teachers from three cultures think about preschool 
education. Tobin (1989) proposes that this approach to 
research rests on "a belief in the ability of the ordinary 
people to explain the meanings of their actions and to 
analyze the institutions they are part of" (p. 174). The 
narrative authority of the researcher is fused with the 
voices or perspectives of a series of informants, both 
cultural insiders and outsiders, as they engage in a 
critical and reflective dialogue. 
In their study of preschool in three cultures, Tobin et 
al. (1989) obtained and edited videotape of classroom 
activity and then showed these images to teachers and other 
informants as a starting point and provocation for dialogue. 
The first layer of this research provided a direct voice for 
the cultural insiders to reflect on their own actions by 
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viewing videotape from their own setting. Tobin et al. asked 
a central actor featured in each videotape segment to 
describe what they saw happening. In this process of 
description, the insiders could reflect on the hidden 
meanings behind the recorded images and respond to other 
insiders’ and the researchers’ perceptions of events. By 
having these interviews take place in a group setting, Tobin 
(1989) maintains that participants (including the 
researcher) are able to challenge, confirm, and elaborate 
each other’s ideas in a process of negotiating mutual 
understandings. 
The final stage of data collection used by Tobin et al. 
(1989) is also relevant to the study of community-building. 
Teachers from each culture viewed and responded to edited 
videotape of the classrooms in the other cultural settings 
involved in Tobin et al. (1989) study. Tobin (1989) suggests 
that the dialogue of the cultural outsiders will "reflect an 
intermingling of the culture being described and the culture 
doing the describing" (p. 84). The multi-layering of many 
voices in this approach to ethnography demands that 
researcher continually reassess his or her understandings 
and evolve new questions. 
Finally, the rationale for the design of the present 
study draws directly from the emerging field of research 
into teacher thinking. Schubert (1991) contends that, 
"inquiry into the beliefs, values, and images that guide 
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teachers’ work" (p. 207) is a neglected area of educational 
research. Butt and Raymond (1987) maintain that: "Teacher 
thinking... is of vital importance in the endeavor to 
understand how classrooms come to be the way they are and 
how they might become otherwise" (p. 62). In this study, the 
teachers’ meaning for community was likewise assumed to be 
related to objective practices in the classroom. Teacher 
thinking is particularly important because it reflects the 
ongoing interaction of teacher knowledge with the practical 
realities of the classroom. The task for research is to help 
make teachers’ implicit theories and practical knowledge 
about teaching more explicit and consciously accessible so 
that this knowledge can contribute to what we know about 
decision-making in the classroom (Clark and Peterson, 1986; 
Yonemura, 1986). In particular, Cole (1988) argues that 
teacher understanding is transformed into teacher knowledge: 
"Through focused reflection and dialogue organized around 
teaching practice..." (p. 5). On this basis, the present 
study began with the premise that the teachers’ meaning of 
community could be successfully uncovered through interviews 
that used teachers’ classroom practice as the subject for 
reflective dialogue, in this case, through the use of 
videotape. 
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Settings and Teachers 
Briefly, this study sought to describe teachers’ shared 
meaning for the concept of community through a series of 
interviews with early childhood teachers, principally at the 
Common School in western Massachusetts. The study commenced 
with a standard initial interview of head teachers, followed 
by teaching team interviews using videotape from classrooms 
to provoke discussion guided by the method described by 
Tobin (1989) as "multi-vocal video-ethnography." The third 
and final layer of interviews involved Common School 
teachers reflecting on videotapes from Italian classrooms 
and conversely Italian teachers responding to videotape of 
the Common School classrooms. Finally, field discussions and 
semi-participant observations were conducted at the Common 
School. Throughout this report, names have been altered to 
ensure the anonymity of the teachers and other members of 
the school community, and to protect the confidentiality of 
information about children and their families. The settings 
and the informants involved in the study are described in 
the following sections. 
Selection of Primary Site 
The principle informants for this study were nine early 
childhood teachers at the Common School in western 
Massachusetts. Within the qualitative paradigm the selection 
of a sample is often guided by purposes other than 
generalization (Lincoln and Guba, 1985), in a process termed 
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"criterion-based selection" (Goetz and LeCompte, 1984). In 
this case, teachers and their school were selected on the 
basis of various criteria relevant to the purpose of this 
study. 
First, the Common School was an exemplary case of the 
phenomena under study. The school has been committed to the 
idea of community-building since its inception (School 
Newsletter 20 (1), April, 1990; Parent Handbook. 1992). My 
field discussions confirmed that teachers and parents are 
particularly proud of the efforts to create community in 
their classrooms and throughout the school. In this sense, I 
assumed that the teacher interviews tapped into a discourse 
about the concept of community that was already in process 
and therefore reflected a deepened awareness of the issues. 
Second, the study sought to capture the dialectic 
between a cultural orientation toward individualism and the 
ideological pursuit of community. The literature suggests 
that individualism is the dominant cultural orientation of 
Euro-Americans and a particularly strong philosophical view 
amongst early childhood teachers and the progressive 
movement in education. All the teachers at the Common School 
are middle-class Euro-Americans and share a publicly 
articulated philosophy which focuses on the uniqueness of 
each child. 
Finally, the purpose of the study was to describe the 
shared meanings of these teachers. The teachers in this 
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study belong to an independent school which reflects a 
coherent and well-articulated philosophical discourse about 
education; they are aware of and are committed to the 
guiding principles of the school. The teachers’ discourse 
has been developed through weekly faculty meetings and semi¬ 
annual faculty retreats referred to as "philosophy days." 
During initial contacts with the Director and in meetings 
with the faculty it quickly became clear to me that teachers 
had a strong sense of the philosophical mission of their 
school. 
The criteria used to select the Common School context 
also delimit the research in important ways. First, as 
members of an independent institution, teachers are 
insulated from the complex demands of public policy (Lester, 
1981). Community-building can be pursued without the 
restrictions that are imposed on teachers in the public 
sphere. Second, the teachers and children at the school 
generally come from backgrounds of significant privilege in 
North American society. The resources, prior experience, and 
sense of entitlement of this population undoubtedly 
influences the approach taken to community-building in ways 
that are different from a population struggling with the 
constraints of poverty and oppression. Third, the early 
childhood teachers in this study are members of a larger 
elementary school. As such, the dialogue and practices in 
that setting will differ from preschools and day care 
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centers which are largely separated from the influence of 
elementary schools. 
In the following sections I describe the school, the 
surrounding community, the teachers who participated in this 
study, and the teachers’ classrooms and programs. This 
description is based on my semi-participant observation at 
the school, discussions with teachers, and historical 
records. By providing a detailed contextual description, I 
assume that readers of this study will be able to assess the 
"transferability" of the findings to other settings of 
interest (Kennedy, 1979). Guba and Lincoln (1985) argue that 
in the qualitative (or naturalistic) paradigm the inquirer 
seeks to explore the complexity of a context rather than 
attempt to control variables. 
The School and Surrounding Community 
The Common School is set in a town of about 35,000 
people in rural western Massachusetts. Founded in 1755, the 
town is noted for its historic "town-meeting" form of 
democratic governance and citizen participation, together 
with a long history of political progressivism and liberal 
values (Edwards and Gandini, 1989). These progressive ideas 
have been nurtured, in part, by a vibrant academic 
atmosphere created by a consortium of nationally known 
institutions of higher-learning within the local area. 
The Common School, founded in 1967, is a highly 
regarded independent institution providing care and 
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education for 120 children aged three to twelve in seven 
mixed-age classrooms. In a previous dissertation study 
conducted at the Common School, Lester (1981) described the 
school as reflecting principles of North American 
progressive education associated with John Dewey. According 
to the present Director, the school hopes to provide 
a working model of what a society can be: open, 
participatory, just, joyful, and diverse (even as 
we recognize that our School - and our society - do 
not always reflect these qualities). (School 
Newsletter 20 (1), April, 1990, p. 2) 
The goals of the school reflect a concern for the individual 
and her or his place within a community: 
Our goal is to help children develop intellectual 
competence and strength of character within a 
setting that nurtures their curiosity and sense of 
self-worth. Our vision is of a community of 
learners which empowers children with a sense of 
belonging to human culture and history, and with a 
confidence that comes from discovering, making and 
doing things for themselves. (Parent Handbook. 
1992, p. 2) 
There are two aspects of the social and intellectual 
curriculum of the Common School that are particularly 
relevant to community-building and are referred to by 
teachers in the Findings and Discussion chapter of this 
report. First, the curriculum of the school revolves around 
"in-depth studies" which explore intellectually rich and 
stimulating topics, such as "ancient Egypt," over a period 
of weeks and even months. These studies usually conclude in 
classroom celebrations or feasts which bring together much 
of what has been learnt as a group into an exciting 
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experience which includes music, food, drama, and often the 
participation of other classrooms. 
Second, the school has chosen to provide multiple 
opportunities for cross-age interaction in the belief that 
children should "experience different standings" in their 
interactions with others as well as become part of a 
stronger community-life (Newsletter 20 (1), April, 1990, p. 
1). In addition to classrooms being mixed-age (spanning two 
years), there is also a school-wide choice time which gives 
children the option to "visit" or "wing" in another 
classroom. "Winging" is a commitment made by the oldest 
children to participate each week in a preprimary classroom. 
The entire school-wide community (including many parents) 
also comes together prior to dismissal each Friday afternoon 
for a "Sing" lead by the Director. A similar event for the 
three preprimary classes (dubbed "wing sing" because these 
classrooms occupy a wing of the school) is led by the 
Director on the other four days of the week. The Director 
chooses from a repertoire of songs, many of which predate 
his entry into the school, that tell folk-stories rich in 
metaphor and human drama. 
Finally, much cross-age interaction occurs during 
annual school-wide celebrations such as May-day and a "first 
snow" event. I was able to observe the wonderful mixture of 
ritual, tradition, and spontaneity involved in the May-day 
celebration. This celebration brought different age-groups 
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together in presenting activities, dances, and musical 
performances for the rest of the school community (including 
parents and grandparents). The central ritual began with a 
large circle including every child in the school. While a 
group played music, each child presented a basket of cards 
and other special "things" that he or she had made to a 
previously selected member of the school. These selections 
were made through a random drawing, with each child secretly 
told to whom she or he would be giving a basket of gifts. 
This event was anticipated with great excitement because 
children had to keep their secrets from a couple of weeks 
prior to the celebration. One of the teachers remarked that 
the ritual was not intended as a heavy-handed moral lesson 
in giving, but rather as an opportunity to open up 
connections across the school (0b#5). 
The school-wide population of children at the Common 
School is predominantly Euro-American, with parents who are 
characteristically professional, college-educated, and 
middle to high income. Approximately 15% of the children are 
receiving some form of tuition assistance, 15% are children 
of color (mostly African-American and Asian-American), less 
than 10% of the children have varying degrees of learning 
disability, and gender is balanced evenly. The school is 
philosophically committed to having greater racial, 
cultural, and economic diversity represented in the teaching 
staff and families it serves. The school is actively 
75 
pursuing this agenda through increased scholarship funding 
and other means. The school presently distributes $1 in 
every $10 of the operating budget in the form of 
confidential tuition awards ranging from 10%-90% of tuition 
costs. All of the teachers who participated in this study 
were women, except for the Director of the school. 
The Teaching Teams and Their Classrooms 
The study focused on the meaning of community 
specifically within early childhood classrooms. The 
literature suggests that the issue of community-building has 
been, and continues to be, explored in elementary and high- 
school settings, but there has been limited research into 
this issue in early childhood programs. In addition, a focus 
on the early years enabled me to investigate the ways in 
which ideas about the developmental limitations of young 
children do or do not shape teachers’ images of community. 
The Common School provided the unique opportunity to talk 
with early childhood teachers, who nonetheless were 
undoubtedly influenced by the educational discourse of the 
larger elementary school faculty of which they were part. 
The nine teachers participating in this study worked as 
teams in four mixed-age classes which spanned the early 
childhood years. These classrooms reflected a similar 
breakdown in population to the school at large. The 
classrooms and the background of the teachers in each team 
are briefly described below. Teachers’ years of experience 
76 
are counted through 1990-91 school year, by which time the 
bulk of the interviews had been completed. 
Only the three head teachers from the three youngest 
preprimary classrooms participated in every step of the 
research conducted at the Common School. The head teacher 
from the early primary class (children aged 7-8 years), 
Roberta, was included in the initial interview procedure to 
add an extended developmental dimension to the data. Roberta 
was also a particularly articulate faculty member with 
extensive experience at the Common School and who had 
previously worked in the kindergarten classroom. Her 
associate teacher was not included in the research. The 
background of the Director of the school, who participated 
in both of the outsider video-reflective interviews and 
several field discussions, is also described below. 
The Nursery Classrooms and Teams. The following 
description of physical setting, curriculum and daily 
routine applies to both of the nursery (or preschool) 
classrooms. Each of these two adjoining classrooms serve 17 
children 3-4 years-of-age, with about half the children 
spending two years in the same classroom. This mixed-age 
arrangement means that many children have experience being 
young and old relative to their peers. The school has 
deliberately chosen to have two mixed-age classrooms rather 
than one classroom for three year-olds and another for four 
year-olds. 
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Each classroom is a medium-sized rectangular space 
divided by child-height partitions to create around eight 
well-equipped activity spaces. On a typical morning the 
activity areas could include: a sand-table, painting at 
easels, a block area, book corner, drawing and collage, a 
dramatic play space, manipulative toys, and usually one or 
two projects directly facilitated by teachers. These 
projects often form part of a curriculum theme that develops 
over a two to six week period, usually building toward an 
experience that involves all the children. One teacher 
referred to individual projects as "going to fold into a 
great big batter" (J/V4/2312). Themes, such as "machines" 
and "pirates," are generally developed from the children’s 
interests, with opportunities provided for the children to 
directly input their own ideas. Projects might also form 
part of the children’s preparation for a school-wide 
festival or celebration. 
The morning program is organized around an 80 minute 
"free choice time," which begins at 8.30 a.m. as children 
arrive and are settled in by their parents or other 
caretakers. During this time children move freely from one 
activity area to the next, often quite independent of adult 
intervention. Each nursery classroom has a head teacher and 
two associate teachers. During the free choice time, two 
teachers are usually stationed at projects, while the third 
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teacher "floats” throughout the classroom facilitating play 
and conflict resolution as needed. 
Children clean up their room around 9.50 a.m. and 
proceed to have snack and conversation in small social 
groups seated at tables. Snack is followed by a short "quiet 
book time," in the carpeted group meeting area, which is 
intended as a respite from the bustle of the morning. 
Teachers enjoy the peer dynamics that evolve during these 
transitional times. 
The group meeting that proceeds next in the routine is 
regarded by the teachers as a time "which builds on each 
child’s sense of belonging to the group" (Early Childhood 
Program Overview, 1988-1989, p. 3). These meetings, lasting 
from 20 to 40 minutes depending on children’s interest, 
include discussions about themes and events at the school, 
social problem-solving discussions, sharing objects from 
home, and dramatization of children’s stories. This 
dramatization of stories, held once or more each week, is a 
particularly important feature of the nursery programs. 
Based on the work of Vivian Paley (1986), children dictate 
spontaneous stories to a teacher, either during the morning 
choice time or at the group meeting. At the meeting, stories 
are dramatized by the children within a set ritual. There 
are particular places for author, actors, and audience. The 
teacher reads the story with great enthusiasm and then the 
author chooses the children who will act out the story as it 
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is read once more. Teachers report that these stories 
involve recurring jokes, beginnings, endings, and other 
story-lines which are ritualized by the children themselves. 
At the end of the year the dictated stories are collected 
together, typed out by parents, and published as a 
historical record of the year’s fantasy narrative. 
Following the group meeting, children have 30 to 45 
minutes of play in a large, well-equipped outdoor area where 
they interact with children from the three preprimary 
classes and also older children from time to time. The 
teachers generally take a low-key approach to this time, 
consciously choosing to allow children the space to interact 
with peers free from adult intervention and the constraints 
imposed by the indoor environment. Teachers take the 
opportunity to relax and converse amongst themselves while 
ensuring that safety prevails. The teachers are also readily 
available to support children’s play as seems necessary. At 
11.30 a.m. the children from the three preprimary classes 
come together for the "wing sing" under the guidance of the 
Director (except Friday, when the entire school has a 
"sing"). Following this daily sing-a-long, about half the 
children go home with the rest remaining at the school for 
an extended-day program of lunch, rest, and indoor and 
outdoor activities until 3 p.m. This afternoon program 
remains under the care of the same morning staff. 
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Green Nursery Teachers. Head teacher for four years in 
the green nursery classroom, Mary has six years of previous 
experience working with toddlers in a nearby university 
laboratory school. She holds a B.A. in early childhood 
education from the same institution. Her only child has just 
started attending the other nursery classroom at the Common 
School. Maureen received her certificate in K-6 teaching 
from the Froebal Institute of London (three year course) 
with some part-time study at the local state university. She 
has worked as associate teacher in the nursery for five 
years, with four of those years being with Mary as her head 
teacher. Maureen came to the United States from her homeland 
of the Republic of Ireland (Eire) in 1984. June worked with 
both Mary and Maureen for three years as the second 
associate teacher in the green nursery before leaving the 
Common School at the completion of the 1989-90 school-year. 
Her daughter attended the Common School in the Blue nursery 
and kindergarten during this time. June has nine years of 
previous experience working with children of various ages 
and abilities. June holds a M.A., is certified to teach 
high-school english, and has completed graduate studies in 
special education and child development. The three Green 
nursery teachers, Mary, Maureen and June, formed a tightly- 
knit team who presented themselves as experienced and 
articulate in their video-reflective interview. June was 
replaced by Gail. an experienced teacher who participated in 
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the large group "outsider" video-reflective interviews 
during 1990-91. Gail has a B.A. in early childhood education 
with 10 years of experience working with young children 
during which time she met Polly, an associate teacher in the 
blue nursery. 
Blue Nursery Teachers. Gretchen has the longest history 
of association with the Common School of all the teachers in 
this study. She has been head teacher in the blue nursery 
classroom for seven years, two years of which were during 
the late 1960’s. Her previous experience includes a year 
directing a nursery program in this country and a further 
two years in early childhood education in her home country 
of Germany. Gretchen received her formal kindergarten 
(educator) training in Germany, which included observational 
work with children up to age 15. She moved to the United 
States in the early 1960’s and has a strong identification 
with her ethnic heritage. Polly has worked in a strong 
collegial partnership with Gretchen as her associate teacher 
for three years. Previously she had worked for a year and a 
half during the early 1980’s with Roberta (also in this 
research) in the Kindergarten classroom and also for the 
Common School summer program. Polly holds a B.A. in cultural 
anthropology and has had a child attending the Common School 
since 1986. Emily. the second associate teacher in the blue 
nursery worked with Polly and Gretchen for two years in the 
blue nursery before leaving at the end of the 1989-90 school 
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year to pursue her professional interest in poetry. Emily 
had completed liberal arts studies at a local college and 
has less than a years experience in other preschool 
settings. A junior and less-mature member of this team, 
Emily nonetheless engaged articulately in the video- 
reflective interview. Due to a drop in nursery enrollments 
during the 1990-91 school year, Emily was not replaced. 
Kindergarten/Primary Classroom and Team. This classroom 
serves 20 children, aged 5-6 years, in a similar arrangement 
of space and activity areas to the nursery classrooms. Less 
than half the children at any one time are having their 
second year in the classroom. With the nursery rooms, the 
kindergarten makes up the preprimary wing of the school, 
sharing the same main entrance, small foyer and bathroom 
space. The curriculum of the kindergarten reveals a 
transitional point between the more open, play oriented 
structure of the nursery classrooms and the in-depth study 
curriculum of the older primary grades. Children still enjoy 
a one hour "free choice time" in which they may choose from 
a variety of play activities and projects. Children indicate 
their choice by placing a name key on symbols that represent 
the activities available in the room. The intent of this 
process is to guide these children toward a more conscious 
commitment to their choice. 
Each morning includes projects, directed by one or both 
of the two teachers in the classroom, which are part of in- 
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depth studies on topics such as "Indonesia" and "Insects." 
Unlike the more spontaneous drama of the nurseries, a strong 
feature of the kindergarten curriculum is the plays that are 
devised and performed by the children for other groups and 
parents, often as the culmination to their studies. The 
teachers put particular effort into the lengthy process of 
script writing and rehearsal and view drama as a key 
collaborative activity in their classroom. The culmination 
of an in-depth study could also be celebrated in a group 
"feast" of musical and culinary delights in the manner of 
the older classrooms. 
Choice time concludes around 9.30 and is followed by 
clean-up and small group work on either literacy and 
mathematical skills, a project, or preparation for a play. 
Again, as with the nursery routine, the kindergarten holds a 
group meeting for discussing ideas related to the curriculum 
in which children’s input is actively encouraged. The 
routine continues with snack in small groups, outside play 
at the same time as the nursery groups, and eventually the 
daily "wing-sing" at 11.30 a.m. under the guidance of the 
Director of the school. The afternoon portion of the program 
includes lunch, quiet time, story time, and both indoor and 
outdoor activity. The quiet time is designated as an 
opportunity for children to choose a partner with whom to 
work on a quiet activity, such as drawing and manipulative 
construction, in a secluded space in the classroom. The 
84 
kindergarten teachers feel that this quiet time is a chance 
for children to establish new and more intimate connections 
with their fellow classmates (Ob#23). The day concludes at 3 
p.m., except for a half day every Friday which ends 
following the weekly whole-school "sing." 
There were two very different teachers in this 
classroom during the course of this study. Betty. a very 
experienced early childhood and elementary teacher, had been 
coaxed out of retirement to act as temporary head teacher in 
the kindergarten for just the two years that coincided with 
the conduct of the interviews. Betty had previously taught 
as an associate teacher at the Common School, and so knew 
the school quite well. Her extensive experience included 
work in Japanese schools and at Quaker Schools reflecting 
similar communitarian philosophical ideas as the Common 
School. Betty was a particularly interesting informant, 
bringing together a knowledge of the Common School, 
extensive experience in similar philosophical settings (with 
slightly different agendas for community-building), together 
with the ability to act somewhat as an "outsider" because of 
her temporary status at the school. In contrast, Eleanor was 
the younger and less experienced associate teacher in the 
classroom. She had four years of previous experience working 
with younger preschoolers. During the interviews it became 
clear that Eleanor looked to Betty as somewhat of a mentor 
with regard to developing an understanding of the potential 
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of kindergarten-age children. She worked closely with Betty 
during the two years of this study and has since moved into 
the blue nursery classroom as the second associate teacher 
with Polly and Gretchen. She holds a B.A. in social 
psychology. 
Other Informants at the Common School. There were two 
other informants who participated in various layers of the 
interview process. First, Roberta is the head teacher in the 
mixed-age lower primary classroom which serves 7-8 year-olds 
in a program focused around in-depth studies. Roberta was 
given an initial interview and then later took part in the 
two "outsider" video-reflective interviews in which 
informants responded to videotape from the Italian 
classrooms. Roberta has been a head teacher at the Common 
School for the past 13 years, with eight of those years 
being in the kindergarten/primary classroom. She is an 
articulate person with a strong sense of the Common School 
philosophy that comes from her lengthy tenure at the school. 
Roberta holds a Master of Education in early childhood 
education from the local state university. Finally, Max, the 
Director of the school for the past eight years, was 
involved in ongoing discussions throughout the research 
process, an open-ended individual interview, and both the 
outsider video-reflective interviews. As the Director, Max 
is readily able to articulate the philosophy of the school 
at a complex level. He holds a doctorate in education and 
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has direct teaching experience with the early childhood age- 
group. Despite being the Director of an elementary school he 
has a strong understanding of the early childhood field. 
Principally a full-time administrator, Max still manages to 
visit classrooms and is involved in the school-wide 
celebrations and daily sing-a-longs. 
Cultural Outsiders: Sites and Teachers 
This study forms part of a larger cross-cultural 
research project which included teachers from three Italian 
communities (Edwards and Gandini, 1991; Edwards, Gandini and 
Nimmo, in press). In the present study, cultural outsider 
perspectives were drawn from these groups of early educators 
in the Italian cities of Venice (four teachers), Pistoia (35 
teachers), and Reggio Emilia (35 teachers). These teachers, 
working in or advising public day care centers in prosperous 
areas of Italy, are from middle-class backgrounds and are 
all women except for two male advisors in the Reggio Emilia 
system. 
The Italian approach to child care and education is 
known to emphasize a sociocentric view of the child and, as 
such, provided a useful contrast to the data from the Common 
School teachers (Corsaro and Emiliana, in press; Edwards and 
Gandini, 1991; Gandini and Edwards, 1988). These teachers 
were all regarded by their own peers and administrators, to 
be strong exemplars of their craft and articulate 
spokespersons for their values and practices. The specific 
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details of how these teachers were involved in this study 
are described within the method section of this chapter. 
Method 
The method principally involved a series of individual 
and group interviews, the latter using videotape of 
classroom activity to stimulate a reflective discourse 
amongst informants. Semi-participant observations, ongoing 
field discussions and observations, and a review of 
historical records were used to deepen my understanding of 
the meanings used by the teachers and the classroom events 
to which they referred. Based on the principle of emergent 
design in the qualitative paradigm, the method of the study 
was responsive to ongoing analysis of the data throughout 
the research process (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Locke, Spirduso 
and Silverman, 1987). For instance, questions for the video 
reflective interviews were based, in part, on the initial 
interview data. Specifically, the collection of data 
proceeded over a two year period in a step-wise manner as 
detailed below: 
Step One: Semi-Structured Initial Interviews 
These initial interviews were a combination of the 
interview guide approach, in which teachers are asked to 
respond to a standard schedule of carefully worded 
questions, and a more open-ended format (Patton, 1982). The 
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open-ended aspect allowed the flexibility to probe deeper 
into issues that arose within each interview. 
Interviews were conducted with the head teacher from 
each of the four early childhood classes serving children 
from the three through eight years-old span. These 
interviews followed a schedule of 25 standard questions 
constructed on the basis of a review of the relevant 
literature and discussion between all of the collaborators 
involved in the larger cross-cultural research project 
(Edwards and Gandini, 1991; Edwards, Gandini, and Nimmo, in 
press). Opportunities were provided for teachers to define 
key concepts related to group processes in the classroom. 
While acknowledging that this step in the research may have 
initially constrained informants to predetermined 
categories, I argue that the structured format allowed for 
both points of direct comparison between the responses of 
individual teachers and a focused source of data from which 
to develop further steps in the research. In particular, 
teachers were asked to provide anecdotes from their 
classroom experience in order to encourage elaboration of 
their ideas within the context of actual practice, thus 
avoiding what Bussis et al. (1976) refer to as "slogans and 
generalities" (p. 43). Teachers had access to the schedule 
(Appendix A) prior to the interview in order to help them 
feel prepared and relaxed. 
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Follow-up questions, intended to clarify the teachers 
responses or to probe deeper into spontaneous issues that 
were raised, were devised during the interview process. All 
interviews were audio-taped in order to enable attention to 
non-verbal data and to permit a subsequent full 
transcription of all data by myself so that no unanticipated 
themes and ideas would be lost (Mishler, 1986; Seidman, 
1985 ) . 
Step Two: Video-Observations 
The next step involved the collection of videotape from 
the three preprimary classrooms at the Common School. This 
material was used in the video-reflective interviews which 
are described later in this chapter. Preliminary visits were 
made to each of the classrooms (two hours each) and a 
general tour made of the school to acquaint myself with the 
physical lay-out of the classrooms and to help the children 
become used to my presence. Pilot videotape was taken at 
this time. 
I videotaped two mornings (two x two hours) of indoor 
activity in each classroom (a total of 12 hours of 
recordings) for use in the study. There was a gap of 
approximately four months between the two taping sessions in 
order to obtain material that would encourage teachers to 
reflect on changes that had occurred over time. The 
videotaping followed broad guidelines devised by the 
research team (Appendix B). In particular, the taping 
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technique followed Tobin’s (1989) suggestions for acquiring 
visual images that could stimulate reflective discussion. 
Thus, the videotape segments were never intended to capture 
the objective reality of the classroom by being 
representative in any sampling sense. 
Each taping session was preceded by a short discussion 
with the head teacher about the morning’s activities and how 
the activities related to ongoing themes or studies in the 
curriculum. The sessions closed with a short exit interview 
with the head teacher in which I asked the following 
questions: How did the morning go? How typical was it? Do 
you feel the video-taping affected yourself or the children 
in any way? Any other comments? Teachers reported no 
difficulties with the video-taping process, generally 
stating that I had been able to become "invisible" in their 
classrooms. 
Videotape was also collected in two Italian 
communities. Teachers at a highly regarded public daycare 
center in Reggio Emilia worked with administrators to 
collect and prepare videotape samples from three of their 
classrooms to give to our research team. Videotape was also 
collected in one classroom in three different public day 
care centers in Pistoia, Italy, by a member of the larger 
cross-cultural project team mentioned earlier. 
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Step Three: Editing 
A 30-40 minute edit of each of the three Common School 
preprimary classrooms was created from the collected 
videotape for use in the video-reflective interviews. A 
further tape of similar length, but featuring episodes from 
both the nursery classrooms, was created for use in the 
outsider interviews conducted in three Italian communities. 
These edits included scenes that had any or all of the 
following features: (a) they were connected to issues raised 
in the initial interviews, (b) they raised important issues 
related to the study focus, and (c) they contained visual 
elements, such as conflict, that could provoke reflective 
dialogue (Tobin, 1989). This step in the study was carried 
out in collaboration with the cross-cultural project team in 
order to engage in our own dialogue about what we saw in the 
videotaped episodes. Journal notes or audio-tapes were 
recorded of these sessions. During this process, examples of 
edited videotapes were also shown to Joseph Tobin (co-author 
of multi-vocal video-ethnography) in order to receive his 
feedback about the appropriateness of the edits for use in 
video-reflective interviews. 
Probe questions were devised for use in the following 
video-reflective interviews. Furthermore, videotape 
collected from the two Italian communities was also edited 
into a shorter tape of each center to be used in the 
outsider interviews with the Common School Teachers. 
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Step Four: Video-Reflective Interviews 
These interviews were the primary source of data for 
the study and closely adhered to the principles of multi¬ 
vocal video-ethnography (Tobin, 1989) mentioned earlier in 
this chapter. Groups of teachers were brought together to 
engage in a reflective dialogue stimulated by videotape 
images from their own and others’ classrooms. All these 
interviews were audio-taped and videotaped to enable full 
transcription by myself or an Italian collaborator. The 
videotape permitted attention to the interpersonal dynamics 
of these group sessions. The specific steps in this process 
are described as follows: 
Insider Interviews. Each team of teachers (from the 
three preprimary classrooms) responded to the edit of their 
classroom during a two-hour or longer interview session 
(total of three interviews). Teaching teams were asked to 
respond to each of the video segments included in the edit. 
We initiated the dialogue by asking a central actor in each 
segment to respond to the question: "Tell us about what is 
happening here? Then, probe or follow-up questions were used 
as needed to delve deeper into the issues and encourage a 
reflective dialogue between researchers and teachers, and 
equally important, between the teachers themselves (Appendix 
C). 
Common School Outsider Interviews. Teachers at the 
Common School (including the Director and other interested 
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faculty) discussed (on separate occasions) the edited 
videotapes from two of the Italian communities (Pistoia and 
Reggio Emilia). Participants were asked to respond to the 
following questions with regard to each of the video 
segments: (1) What do you see that you like, in terms of 
your professional values? (2) What do you see that doesn’t 
agree with your professional values? (3) What do you see 
that seems similar to the way you do things? and (4) What do 
you see that seems different from the way you do things? Any 
questions the teachers had about the setting and activities 
were answered to clarify their perception of the videotaped 
classrooms. Probe questions were prepared in advance based 
on themes that had emerged during the study. Quotes from the 
Italian teachers about the same video-observations were also 
used to provoke discussion. The principle aim was to promote 
discussion amongst the Common school teachers. 
Italian Outsider Interviews. Three groups of teachers 
from three Italian cities (Pistoia, Reggio Emilia, and 
Venice) separately viewed and discussed the videotape edit 
of the two preprimary Common school classrooms (three x two- 
hour sessions). These sessions were conducted in a similar 
fashion to the earlier Common School outsider interviews. It 
is important to note that ray intent in referring to findings 
from these data is not to attempt a cross-cultural 
comparison. Rather, these data are used to provide a 
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contrast to the cultural categories and assumptions used by 
the Common School teachers. 
Step Five: Field Observations and Discussions 
During the two years of the study I recorded journal 
notes on various aspects of life at the Common school 
related to the topic of community. Semi-participant 
observation was conducted for 10 sessions of three hours 
each (total of 30 hours) during which I experienced all 
portions of the school day, with a focus on activities and 
routines emphasized during the video-reflective interviews 
as being missing from the edits used in these interviews. 
These observations were held over the last six weeks of the 
school year in order to capture a time, according to the 
teachers, when the sense of community at the school is 
strongest. 
Observations, together with personal impressions and 
interpretation of each event, were recorded on separate 
sheets. These data were intended to add depth to my 
understanding of the teachers’ ideas and recollections, 
rather than to be evaluative in nature. This aim of deepened 
understanding required "thick description" of events, that 
is, rather than simply rendering an objective record of 
behavior, I engaged directly in interpretation in order to 
address the meaning behind events (Geertz, 1973). My 
subjective engagement with the phenomena was framed by the 
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prior understandings I had developed throughout the 
interview process. 
Spontaneous discussions "in the field" were also held 
with classroom teachers and various other informants, 
including the Director of the school, throughout the entire 
three years of the study. These discussions were audio-taped 
and/or recorded in journal form after each visit to the 
school. Journal notes were recorded about information and 
artwork on the walls and any other information that was 
encountered which seemed relevant to the research focus. 
Much of these data are not reported directly in the findings 
of this study; rather they were used by me to develop a 
deeper understanding of the Common School from which to 
engage in interpretation of the interviews. 
Step Six: Historical Records 
Newsletters, the Parent Handbook, and other written 
materials regarding the Common school' since its inception, 
were collected throughout the entire study to provide me 
with a sense of the historical context of the school and the 
ongoing issues articulated in these more public forums. 
These written materials included a dissertation study 
conducted by Joan Lester (1981) in the kindergarten 
classroom. This study concerned the relationship between 
democratic classroom structure and the goals of 
multicultural education, thus providing a useful source of 
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historical information related to the present study on 
community-building. 
Data Analysis and Interpretation 
Analysis of the data from this study began as data were 
collected and continued throughout the entire study in order 
to construct what Glaser and Strauss (1967) refer to as 
"grounded theory." In contrast to a priori theory, grounded 
theory is more responsive to, and able to encompass, the 
contextual elements and multiple realities that are 
encountered in this type of qualitative research. In the 
following sections I outline the data analysis that occurred 
during and after the collection of data. 
During the Collection of the Data 
First, interview transcripts were read shortly after 
their preparation. These readings began the process of 
emerging and noting important themes and information from 
the teachers’ discussion of community that, in turn, 
informed subsequent steps in the research process. By 
immersing myself in the data I was able to generate more 
relevant questions for the next layer of interviews. Broad 
categories or themes were recorded and discussed with others 
in the research team from the larger cross-cultural project. 
Glaser and Strauss (1967) refer to this strategy for 
processing data as the constant comparison method. The 
preliminary step in this method is to continually compare 
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new incidents from the data to those already broadly 
categorized. At this stage, categories were not tightly 
defined in a way that might have restricted the openness of 
the emerging theory to change. 
Next, editing the video material and constructing a 
question outline for the video-reflection interviews was an 
important process in establishing themes that seemed 
relevant to the research questions and the distinctive 
discourse of the informants. The discussion accompanying 
this process involved: explication of personal assumptions 
and ideas about the research data, identification of 
important aspects that required further investigation, and 
continued emergence of themes. Following the constant 
comparison method, the theoretical properties of the themes 
that had emerged began to be defined. 
At the Conclusion of Data Collection 
As the interview transcripts were read again, key 
words, categories, and themes were defined and recorded for 
eventual use in coding the entire corpus of interviews and 
discussions (Bussis et al., 1976; Spradely, 1979). 
Eventually a coding manual was created of over 100 defined 
categories that referred to ideas concerning community and 
related social processes, including their contrasts 
(conflict, exclusion, individualistic acts, etc.), and 
finally, descriptive categories for teacher and child 
behavior and elements of the curriculum (Appendix D). 
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All interview transcripts were entered into a 
qualitative computer text analysis program, The Ethnograph 
(Seidel, Kjolseth and Seymour, 1988), which allowed segments 
of text to be assigned multiple codings for later selective 
retrieval and interpretation. Once initial coding was 
complete, I searched for relationships between categories 
and any system or pattern of meaning that explained these 
relationships. Continuing the constant comparison method, 
smaller sets of concepts were combined according to their 
underlying uniformity (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). 
The final step in the analysis involved a lengthy 
process of retrieving pieces of coded transcript and 
interpreting each segment in order to begin defining the 
images and metaphors shared by teaching teams or the entire 
faculty. Based on Kelly’s (1955) personal construct theory 
and Schubert’s (1991) ideas about teacher lore, I defined 
’’image" in this study as the mental constructs through which 
teachers shape and define the world, in this case, the world 
of the classroom. Munby (1986) also argues that metaphors 
are powerful forms of language that can express and 
represent the ways in which teachers encounter and think 
about their lives in the classroom. These shared images and 
metaphors mapped out central themes that are reported in 
Chapter IV of this report. 
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Trustworthiness of the Study 
Lincoln and Guba (1985) argue that the emergent nature 
of theory and design in qualitative research means that it 
is important to establish procedures to ensure the 
credibility of such a study. These procedures involve checks 
on the personal perspective of the researcher and ways to 
make the processes of data-collection and analysis available 
for scrutiny by others. In this section, I describe the 
procedures used in this study and the limitations of the 
design that became apparent through this process. 
Audit Trail 
Each major step in the research process was documented 
in the form of brief written notes. These notes include the 
minutes of research meetings (subjects discussed, decisions 
made) and notes on the development of the coding manual and 
the emergence of the themes and images. Other materials kept 
include: interview schedules, field notes and the full 
transcripts of interviews, audio- and video-recordings of 
interviews, and observation records. Using the computer text 
analysis program, The Ethnograph (Seidel et al., 1988), all 
interview transcripts were numbered line-by-line for easy 
retrieval of data. The interview segments cited in this 
report are referenced with a code which provides for 
validity checks and further analysis in the case of future 
archiving of these data. 
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Member Checks 
Data were collected and analyzed over a three year 
period that enabled me to have multiple informal contacts 
with teachers. Formal procedures for checking teachers’ 
perspectives on the research design and data analysis were 
also completed. 
First, at the end of each video-reflective interview, 
teaching teams were asked to comment on how effectively the 
edit represented their classrooms. Their comments were used 
in creating the edit for the Italian outsider interviews and 
to guide my later participant observations at the school. In 
general, teachers seemed satisfied with the video-edits, 
although they did express concern about the lack of context 
to the images. Mary, a nursery head teacher, remarked: 
I think it was a snapshot of the classroom. It 
certainly wasn’t the whole picture. Just because 
you got these little snitches on certain days, but 
I think it is somewhat representational of how the 
children interact together. (MS/V2/2304) 
Many of the teachers felt that this "snapshot" effect could 
not communicate the ways in which isolated events in the 
classroom gradually contributed over time to complex forms 
of group interaction. These concerns, though, were generally 
related to how the edits would be seen by the Italian 
teachers, who would be unacquainted with the details of the 
Common School classrooms. Gretchen, the other nursery head 
teacher, also noted that the choice of videotape did 
constrain the Common teachers’ discourse: "If we give 
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reactions to this [edit] we’re limited in what we’re 
reacting to" (GS/V3/2261). In all, the teachers’ responses 
enabled me to gain a clearer sense of the classroom features 
that the teachers felt were important to observe and of the 
limitations of the videotape medium in this research. 
Second, opportunities to clarify my understanding of 
certain ideas discussed by the teachers came during the 
field work stage of the research. During this time I 
collected observations and conducted informal discussions 
with a variety of informants (parents, other faculty 
members, interns), which were guided by the data that had 
already been collected during the interview phase of the 
study. 
Third, prior to the completion of the project, I gave a 
presentation to the faculty of the Common School based on my 
preliminary analysis of their interviews. At this time 
teachers clarified details about the operations of the 
school and offered support for the themes that had 
tentatively emerged. Gretchen also talked about the initial 
anxiety she had felt about the research, but which had since 
dissipated as the research progressed. Her comments came in 
response to being told about the decision of the teachers in 
Reggio Emilia, Italy, to record and select their own 
videotapes for use in video-reflective interviews. 
Gretchen: I understand a little bit why [the Reggio 
teachers] wanted to take up some control, because I 
think the way that we let ourselves fall into this 
project was very open-ended. That provided, at 
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least for me, enormous amounts of anxiety, because 
I never felt we had any control at all. The control 
was all with you... 
Interviewer: I remember that you all had us over 
for lunch to talk about the project because I’m 
sure you did have some - anxieties. 
Gretchen: [smiling] And we sort of went along and 
then I said to myself "My God, I said all this 
stuff, and they have all this knowledge and all 
this video about our class and everything," and we 
have, we just sort of hope - all we could do was 
hope [laughter]. 
Interviewer: Are you feeling less anxious now? 
Gretchen: Well I’m not anxious at all right now, 
because I wouldn’t talk to you like this [if I 
was], [laughter] (GS/V4/1528) 
Finally, after the completion of data collection, two 
copies of the full draft of the Findings and Discussion 
chapter of this report were left at the Common School for 
the teachers’ comments, and a draft of a scholarly paper to 
be published in Italy (Edwards, Gandini, and Nimmo, in 
press) was given to the Director. While the Director and 
teachers did not suggest substantial revisions, they were 
generally satisfied that their words had been interpreted in 
a way that seemed valid to them. 
Peer Debriefing 
The study was conducted as part of a larger research 
project which involved two other co-researchers. This 
arrangement enabled me to hold regular discussions with the 
other researchers throughout the process of data-collection 
and analysis. Critical discussion during the video-editing 
process and the construction of interview questions was 
particularly important in challenging my assumptions and the 
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ideas I was forming about the teachers’ 
The intent of these discussions was not 
my ideas, but rather to provide me with 
explore alternative perspectives and to 
my analysis. 
views on community, 
to confirm or reject 
the opportunity to 
reveal any bias in 
Statement of Personal Perspective 
The researcher is central to the collection and 
interpretation of data in a qualitative study. This factor 
means that it is important for the researcher to provide an 
overview of her or his personal perspective on the problem 
being explored (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). 
My interest in the idea of community within early 
childhood settings finds its origin in my first experiences 
in Australia as a day care teacher some six years ago. In 
contrast to my previous experiences as a teacher in parent 
cooperative preschool settings, I was struck by the apparent 
fragmentation amongst the group of children at the day care 
center. I spent a frustrating year attempting to build a 
greater sense of connection amongst these children, unsure 
of just what it was that I was pursuing. 
The following year I conducted an observational study 
of how children attempt to find privacy in day care centers 
(Nimmo, 1988). One conclusion I drew from this study was 
that staff in most of the centers showed little evidence of 
strategies for building a sense of community amongst the 
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children’s group. At this time my theoretical background as 
an early childhood teacher was strongly Piagetian, with an 
ideological belief in the uniqueness of each child. 
In more recent years, I have become increasingly 
influenced by the sociocentric view of the child in which 
knowledge is seen to be co-constructed through social 
interaction (Vygotsky, 1930-5/1978; Bruner, 1986, 1990; 
Rogoff, 1990). Recent contact with the innovative approach 
to early education in Reggio Emilia, Italy (Gandini and 
Edwards, 1988; LeeKeenan and Nimmo, in press) has further 
influenced my belief that early education in the United 
States and Australia must widen its focus beyond the 
individual in isolation. 
While these influences have undoubtedly helped me to 
forge a personal belief in the need for classroom community, 
I nonetheless see the need to better understand how teachers 
are negotiating this topic. I believe that suitable 
classroom practice must be informed by a clearer 
understanding of the complexity of this task. In initiating 
this research into the meaning of community, I bring to the 
task the cultural perspective of being an "outsider" (by 
being an Australian), while at the same time recognizing 
that there are Western philosophical and cultural traditions 




Nine early childhood teachers and the Director at the 
Common School in western Massachusetts were involved in a 
series of semi-structured and group interviews over a period 
of two years. These group interviews were based on use of 
edited videotape from the teachers’ classrooms, to provoke a 
reflective dialogue. Early childhood teachers from three 
communities in Italy responded to videotape of the Common 
School, while the Common School teachers reflected on 
videotape from two of these Italian communities. Additional 
data was collected in semi-participant observation and in 
ongoing field discussions. All interviews were fully 
transcribed and analyzed throughout the study in order to 
develop grounded theory. A manual of over 100 codes was 
gradually developed and the data coded using a text 
retrieval computer program. These coded transcripts were 
used to develop four themes which contain the teachers’ 
shared images of community in the classroom and school. 
These four themes are presented in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER IV 
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
Introduction 
This study asked the central question: Is there a 
shared meaning that teachers give to the social concept of 
"community" within classrooms for young children (three to 
eight years-old) at a school committed to community¬ 
building? My analysis of the data emerged four 
interconnected themes from the guided discourse of early 
childhood teachers at the Common School in western 
Massachusetts. Within these themes are the shared images and 
metaphors used by these teachers to give meaning to the 
concept of "community." While these images and metaphors are 
believed to represent a shared "educational language," 
individual teachers or teaching-teams often focused on 
particular aspects of a theme. These differences are assumed 
to reflect teachers’ varied classroom experiences and 
professional interests. A selection of direct quotations 
from the interviews is used to illustrate the teachers’ 
images. In each case, the speaker is noted and the location 
of the quotation in the interview transcripts is indicated 
by reference codes located in parentheses within the text. 
The Common School teachers referred to in this section, who 
are described in detail in the preceding Design chapter, are 
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as follows: Green Nursery team - Mary (head teacher), 
Maureen, and June (associate teachers); Blue Nursery team - 
Gretchen (head teacher), Polly, and Emily (associate 
teachers); Kindergarten team - Betty (head teacher) and 
Eleanor (associate teacher); Roberta (lower primary head 
teacher); and Max (director of the school). In searching for 
a shared understanding of community, this analysis has 
excluded teacher discussion of issues unrelated to the 
meaning of community or idiosyncratic in nature. 
The four themes described and discussed in this chapter 
are: (1) inclusion versus exclusion. (2) community reflects 
the individual. (3) learning the ropes, and (4) freedom and 
structure. Together, these themes map out a view of 
community that involves complex and sometimes dialectical 
ideas about the relationship between the individual and the 
group. 
Theme One: Inclusion versus Exclusion 
Introduction 
Our reasons for seeking to promote broader 
participation in the School derive from a 
conviction that children learn from their 
associations, and that we want their community of 
associates to be inclusive rather than exclusive. 
(The Common School Newsletter. April, 1990, p. 1- 
2) 
Speaking at the 1990 Annual Meeting of the school, the 
Director was referring above to a renewed commitment to 
bringing greater cultural, racial, and economic diversity 
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into the school through an expanded scholarship fund. These 
comments also frame a central image of community that is 
shared by the Common School teachers interviewed in this 
research; that is, the desirability of being inclusive in 
one’s learning and relationships. 
The use of the word "versus" in this theme is intended 
to convey the sense that these teachers faced dilemmas in 
their thoughts about exclusion and inclusion. For instance, 
by virtue of being a private school that charges fees and 
stands for a particular philosophical vision, the Common 
School enters one realm of exclusivity. Through their words, 
the teachers created a complex picture of how inclusion and 
exclusion are balanced as they considered the individual’s 
place within the community. This complexity was particularly 
expressed in the "boundary" metaphor (boundary, fenced in, 
bridges the gap) which was woven within the teachers’ 
discourse on this theme. For instance, this metaphor can 
simultaneously communicate the threat of division in the 
community on the one hand and the desire to protect 
individual privacy on the other. 
I found this theme to be extensively represented in 
the data; in many ways it acts as a base for understanding 
the themes that follow. In this theme I begin by outlining 
the teachers’ image of inclusion as meaning the provision of 
a comfortable and secure community within which the growth 
of relationships and interests is not obstructed. Next, I 
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explore the teachers’ image of the need for flexibility (as 
opposed to rigidity) in the children’s relationships and 
interests. This flexibility allows for a web of shared 
connections among community members. Third, the teachers’ 
attention to social perspective-taking and empathic concern 
as central to inclusion is discussed. Finally, I conclude 
this section with a discussion of the Common School 
teachers’ parallel acceptance and protection of the 
children’s desire to exclude on occasions. This acceptance 
appears to be an expression of the value teachers place on 
the individual and is contained with their ideas about the 
importance of protecting privacy and ensuring opportunities 
for children’s sense of control. 
Comfort 
For the Common School teachers, the shared environment 
of an early childhood classroom (a group of children and 
adults in the same space on a daily basis) means that the 
teacher must have a vision of how group members should 
relate with one another. Gretchen, the head teacher in the 
Blue nursery, argued that, ’’the whole purpose of a nursery 
school is that the children have interactions with other 
children and therefore have to learn how to get along with 
other people" (GS/I2/25) (see also GS/I2/801; MS/13/543). 
Roberta, the primary head teacher, affirmed this view: 
We’re all put in the same place at the same time 
and that creates the opportunity for us to call 
ourselves a community, and so one of our goals, and 
I say our goals because I don’t think it’s just 
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mine as an adult, is to figure out ways to make 
that all work. Create understandings between people 
and to identify ground rules. (RA/I1/800) 
Ensuring that children feel "comfortable" or secure in 
a community is a key image for how teachers want to see 
human relationships in a classroom setting proceed. 
"Comfort" is central to the teachers’ meaning of inclusion. 
Children need to be free and confident to make choices that 
are limited neither by exclusiveness within the community 
nor by an inability to feel relaxed and at home in the 
community. 
Roberta distinguished community from the face-to-face 
intensity of collaboration by stating that "[community] 
leaves a space for people to fit in more in their own 
way....it’s easier for people to feel successfully included 
in some way, shape, or form" (RA/I1/I166). This comment 
suggests that a community must be able to provide a 
comfortable home for individual differences, as opposed to 
individuals needing to conform to a predetermined group 
identity. Children need to experience a sense of personal 
freedom and relaxation in order to confidently contribute to 
their community (BJ/V1/1002; BJ/V1/1160; GS/V3/1381). 
Building community involves a process that is shaped by 
the participants of each group. Responding to a question 
which asked how successful her children are at sustaining 
shared goals, Betty identified the process of "the new group 
coming together where they don’t know one another" 
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(BJ/I4/513). She described the children’s interactions in 
this way: 
...at the beginning of school there was a lot of 
anxiety and trauma going on over [in the drama 
area] because so-and-so wanted to play this game, 
somebody else wanted to do that. It’s been a long 
time since I’ve heard any of that. 
In contrast to the children’s initial anxious focus on their 
own individual needs, Betty saw the growth of a new 
atmosphere in her classroom in which children were able to 
successfully work together. She and her associate teacher 
Eleanor held discussions and conducted role-plays at the 
beginning of the school year to encourage this process. In 
particular, the message here is that the needs of the 
individual can be accommodated and represented within a 
group that one feels responsible for and at home in: that 
is, a community. 
So, I think it’s a combination of children 
beginning to feel like a group that has a 
responsibility for making this a classroom that 
they want to be in and I think it’s also the 
children just getting to know each other and having 
a sense of identity within the group, "I’m 
comfortable here so I don’t always need to be 
fighting to get my own way." (BJ/I4/530) 
Becoming "comfortable with one another" comes through 
chances to work and play together. Betty and Eleanor singled 
out the play her group puts together each semester, for 
performance to parents and the nursery children, as a 
particularly important group experience (BJ/V1/1735). For 
the youngest children this process was seen to require 
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considerable time. Responding to a video-observation of 
drama-meeting in her classroom (in which children dramatize 
stories), Mary offered these thoughts: 
This tends to be another example where the kids in 
their first year in the nursery tend to be a 
little more tentative about it. It’s sort of like 
Public Speaking 101 [laughter] or something. And 
then the second year around they’re much more 
experienced and comfortable functioning as a member 
of the group in front of people. (MS/V2/1562) (see 
also J/V2/53 ) 
These comments also point to the importance placed on self- 
confidence in being able to feel comfortable with other 
community members. Betty affirmed this idea after viewing a 
video-observation from her classroom featuring a boy she 
described as having "a lot of confidence in himself." She 
continued: "He’s really comfortable with taking notes and 
advice from other people and not feeling that it means he’s 
not any good" (BJ/V1/1264). June commented on the growth she 
saw in a girl featured in a video-observation from her 
nursery. Noting that the girl is now "more comfortable ’ in 
the classroom, June found it interesting to see her in the 
video of almost a year earlier "because she was so much more 
shy and tentative about things she was doing" (J/V2/53). 
Finally, Maureen explained that in another video-observation 
from this nursery she was encouraging a boy to interact 
because he was "very shy and tentative initially” 
(MD/V2/1588). 
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The Common School teachers also see the need to 
intervene when children feel discomfort in their 
relationships with other community members. Max, the 
Director of the school, offered these recollections of what 
he and the faculty have seen happening in the school’s 
outside mud area: 
...we’ve sensed that kids are coming out there and 
gleefully destroying [other groups’ constructions], 
"Let’s wreck Primary’s dam [said in conspiratorial 
voice]," you know, "Let’s wreck kindergarten’s 
dam." And we don’t want -- we know the kids aren’t 
comfortable with those kinds of feelings. 
(MSe/I5/316) 
In this case Max formed a school committee of older children 
which discussed and eventually resolved the issue by 
creating guidelines for protecting people’s work outside. In 
this incident, the lack of respect and care shown for the 
efforts and ideas of others in the community was believed to 
arouse feelings of discomfort. This idea that children’s 
feelings should be protected within a community was also 
noted by other teachers. For instance, Mary and her team 
talked about the need for children who were leaders in 
fantasy play to be "considerate of other people’s feelings" 
(MS/V2/254). According to the kindergarten team, helping 
children to feel happy and comfortable about being part of 
the classroom group was contained in the following advice 
they gave their children at the beginning of the school 
year: "we need to be saying and doing things that will be 
friendly with one another and not hurt each other’s 
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feelings" (BJ/V1/558). Furthermore, the group can help 
individuals to feel comfortable (and thereby, included) by 
offering support, encouragement, and care. Betty offered 
this vision of community in her classroom: 
I guess I see it as a community that is supportive, 
that when there’s trouble or people are feeling sad 
or hurt or something happened at home that’s 
disastrous, this is a community that you can come 
to and that you’ll have people who will help you. 
(BJ/I4/945) 
Cross-gender relationships could also be marred by 
feelings of discomfort that required teacher intervention. 
One of the head teachers, Gretchen, talked about one group 
of boys who at the beginning of the year boldly declared to 
the teachers "We don’t play with the little girls!" 
(GS/I2/1061). This resistance to cross-gender play was a 
concern to teachers. Gretchen’s team initiated many 
discussions with their group about the boys’ resistance to 
accepting girls into their play (GS/I2/1061). This team 
worked particularly hard to help one young boy in the group 
to feel less threatened by the prospect of playing with 
girls. Children are encouraged to feel at ease with the 
other gender in the public life of the classroom. Any sense 
of discomfort was a concern because it is seen as limiting 
the possibilities for both genders in the community. Betty 
concluded "I think this school does a great job in making 
the boys and girls feel very comfortable with one another 
and feel that everybody can do everything" (BJ/I4/874). 
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The Common School teachers are aware of their strong 
focus on protecting children from feelings of discomfort and 
the parallel threat overprotection poses to encouraging 
independence. These concerns were expressed in response to a 
video-observation of a conflict in a classroom in Reggio 
Emilia, Italy. In this conflict over placement at the lunch 
table, a six year old angrily argues her case with peers. 
Upon complaining to the teacher, she is told "solve it 
amongst yourselves." Maureen, an associate teacher, 
commented "sometimes we want to protect children’s feelings 
too much" (MD/V4/2422). Gretchen argued that they have 
formed expectations that encourage the teachers to interfere 
too early in conflicts. 
...there is always that feeling that it might 
develop into a problem if you don’t interfere. And 
interference might not be terribly direct. 
Interference might be pretty gentle, but you want 
to keep your finger on it so that everybody comes 
out feeling good about it in the end, or something 
like that. (GS/V4/2450) 
Flexibility and Connection 
While feeling comfortable or secure within a community 
emerged as a key feature of inclusion, it was equally 
important that children be able to reach out and make 
connections with others and their ideas. Teachers in 
Pistoia, Italy, identified this dilemma when they talked 
about the protective relationship they develop with children 
through many years of being together. In the Italian school 
system, the same teacher and group of children often spend 
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multiple years together as an intact group. One Italian 
teacher remarked: "It is a complex matter. On the one hand, 
there is a need of continuity for the sense of security, and 
on the other hand there is a need to widen one’s experience" 
(Ar/Pl0/164). Flexibility in both the formation of 
relationships and in the pursuit of interests in the 
classroom is clearly regarded by the Common School teachers 
as an important factor in the ongoing sustenance of a 
community. A community requires individuals who are 
connected together in multiple relationships, rather than 
lumped together in a unified whole or bound only to rigid 
friendship groupings. This flexibility involves a sense of 
autonomy and an openness to new experiences. 
Some groups of children were seen by the teachers to 
create boundaries around themselves that discouraged 
flexibility. Roberta put it this way: 
There are children who have a very strong need to 
dichotomize the world into the "we" and [laughs] 
"they," and those children have a need to identify 
a group and then clearly make all the other little 
groups that are out there the enemy. And they will 
spend a lot of their time on devising games on how 
to spy on other groups, or how to arrange the 
stones in a surreptitious way and watch what 
happens, or, you know, to sabotage the play of 
other people. (RA/I1/638-651) 
Roberta felt that each year’s group engaged in different 
amounts of this exclusive play. Her team responded by 
holding extensive discussions with the children to help them 
"reflect" on the impact of their actions on the agendas of 
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others. Clearly the teachers seemed uneasy with peer 
exclusion that worked against a caring and inclusive 
community. 
The rigid demarcation of "we" and "they" described by 
Roberta above was certainly not a situation that was 
encouraged. As Roberta remarked, the message was that "to 
have fun by ruining other people’s fun...was not a 
legitimate way of spending your time" (RA/I1). Roberta also 
talked about laying down specific rules for the children 
about gender exclusion. The older children were told about 
"mixing up the soup"; in public events, such as lunch-time, 
members of both sexes should be intermingled. 
The message gets passed along. Just the fact that 
that is a ground rule gives the old and new members 
of the community a certain message about what’s 
valuable in terms of what the expectation is, that 
this isn’t a segregated community. This is one 
where males and females interact with each other. 
(RA/I1/1040) 
One of the nursery head teachers, Gretchen, felt 
strongly that children in rigid "gangs" engaged in 
"excluding games" were "not the really comfortable kids in 
the classrooms.... individually they don’t feel so powerful" 
(GS/I2/1034). Gretchen clearly valued children who were more 
"fluid" in their friendships and as a result, "are much 
easier being part of the group." Children should be able to 
connect on some level with all members within a true 
community. 
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In part, Gretchen and her team believed that exclusive 
groups actually limited the freedom that individual children 
might enjoy as a member of the classroom group (GS/V3/1148; 
H/V3/1211; GS/V3/1242; see also GS/V3/1657). Exclusive 
friendships were seen to "isolate" individual children from 
the possibilities offered by their classroom community. This 
team talked at length about one child who had concerned them 
in this regard. This boy had become separated from his 
"gang" when his friends went on to another classroom and he 
remained in the nursery for a second year. While his parents 
were very concerned about the loss of these friendships, the 
teachers believed that this loss actually "freed up" the 
child to create new relationships. 
...this child is really reaching out to the group, 
becoming a member of the group, making all this 
progress, playing with people and talking with 
people he would never get to know. (GS/V3/1203) 
Several teachers expressed concerns about children who 
seemed unable to enter into and "be part of" the group’s 
play; who are too focused on "their own thing." Some 
children were seen as improving through strong feedback from 
peers and teachers. Roberta and her associate worked with 
one child in the primary class for a year, eventually 
suggesting professional help because "the problem was rooted 
in a much deeper, deeper issue" (RA/I1/380). In the Blue 
nursery, Gretchen and Emily told of "a stiff little boy [who 
at the beginning of the year]...put a wall around himself 
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that was hard for people to get through." Here, the Common 
School concern with exclusion was again eloquently expressed 
by the metaphor of "boundary"; that is, an almost physical 
separation of individuals from each other (see also 
RA/I1/676; RA/I1/200). The team seemed relieved that he was 
"very much included now and much more confident about being 
able to play in a non-defensive sort of way" (Em/Vl/1619). 
The problem seems to be interpreted by the teachers as 
certain children actually excluding the rest of the group 
through a lack of flexibility in their social relationships 
(see also GS/I2/848; BJ/I4/763; E/Vl/1130; MS/V2/43, 576). 
The other nursery head teacher talked in a similar vein 
about her role in engineering different groupings within the 
daily program (e.g. "show and tell") in order to break down 
"very exclusive friendships" and help children "build some 
experience and connections with other kids" (MS/13/624). 
Even when sub-groups were formed for teacher-directed 
activities Betty said she felt "responsible" for ensuring 
that no one felt "left out" (BJ/I4/248). 
The children themselves were also seen as solving the 
problem of interface between groups and individuals. 
Children who were "accommodating" of others were valued, 
although it appeared important that this not be at the 
expense of maintaining individuality (J/V2/1781 and to 
follow). Children were encouraged to independently negotiate 
boundaries in ways that were comfortable to all the members 
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of the community. Roberta offered this report on the 
strategies used by her older children: 
...there are some children who have seen the 
solution as, 'Well if you can’t beat ’em then let’s 
join ’em,’ and try to make one larger group out of 
the two groups, and to sort of erase the boundaries 
and try and come up with common goals. There have 
been other times when people have just adopted 
signals for each other...'Let me remind you that 
this is not okay’ and trying to maintain their 
separate play and just trying to create signals so 
that both parties can read things before it 
escalates to the point of needing some adult 
intervention. There are others who immediately come 
running to the adult who’s outside and say 'It’s 
happening again! Come and do something about it!’ 
(RA/I1/676) 
Cross-gender relationships were another source of 
exclusion that the teachers acknowledged and responded to. 
June, an associate in a nursery classroom, commented on the 
exclusionary forces that can result when gender-based 
interests were pursued. She refers here to a pirate ship set 
up in dramatic play with the intent of plugging into the 
interests of both genders. 
...sometimes the boys would be swarming over it and 
they would try to exclude the girls and then the 
girls would swarm over it and try to exclude the 
boys. That happened quite a bit. (J/V2/462) (see 
also BJ/I4/827 ) 
It was clear that the teachers valued opportunities to 
"bridge the gender gap" (MS/13/513) they perceived. This 
boundary metaphor, used here by Mary, seems to emphasize the 
evasion, rather than the elimination of the forces of 
exclusion. In designing projects such as the pirate ship 
above, Mary considered themes that got the "boys and girls 
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working on the same type of things." Mary noted with 
amusement that these plans didn’t always work. In the later 
team interview Maureen confirmed this approach saying "If we 
are doing something that is particularly more girl oriented 
we always find a way of doing it so that the boys can also 
do it" (MD/V2/501). Again, she noted that the children 
resisted activities that were strongly identified with their 
opposite sex. In the primary class, where in-depth studies 
were particularly important, Roberta felt that the expertise 
that different children offered their peers "cuts across sex 
roles" (RA/I1/1087). Children did not hesitate to seek out 
the assistance of an expert of either gender. 
Each of the head teachers, including Roberta in the 
primary class, felt that drama performance was a key medium 
that they planned which supported flexible cross-gender 
interaction. In the older primary group, Roberta believed 
that the children were willing to play the part of the 
opposite sex in order to make the drama work. Within this 
community context, children were "supported and encouraged 
by their peers" (RA/I1/1068 ) . Gretchen and Mary agreed that 
the structure of drama-meeting seemed to facilitate the 
suspension of gender expectations (GS/I2/1101; MS/13/715). 
Children who were "versatile" enough in their play 
interests to cross gender-boundaries were supported by the 
teachers at the Common School (BJ, RA, MS/V2/381). The Green 
nursery team commented in response to video-observations 
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which showed the same boy, Reg, playing happily with a group 
of girls on two separate occasions. Reg was identified as 
one of a few children observed in situations predominated by 
the other sex. He was readily accepted into the girls’ play. 
Mary talked about an incident in which Reg had brought a 
baby doll to school, but was laughed at by one of the oldest 
boys as he walked to his classroom. Told of the incident by 
Reg’s mother, Mary read a book about a boy with a doll as a 
way to initiate conversation about the issue and thereby 
help Reg to feel "comfortable enough to say 'This is my doll 
and I play with it! And I like to put powder on its bottom’" 
(MS/V2/402). In another case, June, an associate teacher, 
seemed proud of the girl who "crossed over" in the pirate 
play and would be "right up there with her sword and hat on 
with the boys" (J/V2/462). 
These teachers clearly identified the process of 
building connections between children as a central goal of 
the early childhood classroom. They drew on various other 
strategies to support this process. Gretchen talked about 
encouraging the younger children to bring objects from home 
to assist them to make "social contact" with peers 
(GS/I2/772) (see also MD, MS/V2/865). Mary scaffolded 
children’s attempts to "connect" with peers by drawing 
attention to their overtures (MS/13/154). Asked about a 
video-observation in which a child is showing her a 
cardboard house she created, Mary responded: 
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Zoe [an observing child] commented on the fact that 
she knew how to make houses and I was sort of 
mentioning that maybe they could do that together 
one day. Again, that was geared toward Zoe 
distancing herself from peers and trying to make 
her some connections. (MS/V2/576) (see also 
MS/V2/71) 
Various routines in the day, such as sharing-meeting 
and drama-meeting, were structured to assist children to 
venture out into new relationships (MS/V2/1082). In the 
kindergarten, teachers had structured the rest-time so that 
children could "choose a new person each day [to visit 
with]" (El/Vl/I654). Eleanor, the associate teacher, added, 
"so it’s created a lot of new combinations.... because they 
have to think of someone they haven’t visited with yet this 
week who they could deal with spending a half an hour with." 
The school’s strong support for mixed-age groups is also 
partly based in this desire to widen the potential 
repertoire of relationships available to children. Having a 
second year together in the nursery classroom provides the 
time necessary to develop new relationships (GS/I2/1248). 
Interaction across the age-grades also provided 
opportunities to build relationships. Betty remarked that, 
"We probably, as a school, should do more to bridge the gap 
and have kids feel more comfortable with going to other 
classrooms" (BJ/V1/764). Although Gretchen felt that it was 
easy to "connect" her children with the rest of the school, 
she likewise stressed the support of relations between age- 
groups so that the younger children didn’t feel "scared" or 
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"overwhelmed" (GS/I2/901). For the nursery and kindergarten 
teachers, taking surveys provided the younger children with 
the best scaffold from the classroom community into the 
wider school community. Survey-taking involves two children 
deciding on a simple question to ask others, such as, "What 
kind of animal do you like the best: dogs, monkeys, or 
lions?" The children then travel throughout the school, 
asking adults and children for their preferences, and 
recording them with stickers on a piece of paper. Shown a 
video-observation of survey-taking in her classroom, Polly 
commented: "I think it’s a wonderful way to connect with the 
rest of the school"(H/V3/342). According to Gretchen, by 
being accompanied by a peer, with materials in hand and 
questions to ask, a preschooler can feel "most comfortable" 
venturing into older classrooms (GS/V3/410). 
In addition, the presence of older children in the 
early childhood classrooms was also important in creating 
connections. One video-observation showed an older child 
assisting a preschooler with an activity in the Blue 
nursery. In responding to this segment, Gretchen argued that 
such experiences enabled the preschoolers to establish 
relationships that extend beyond their classroom. The theme 
"Learning the Ropes" includes a more detailed discussion of 
these cross-age activities and interaction. 
Given these attempts to encourage connections between 
children, it is hardly surprising to me that the Common 
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School teachers seem to feel that flexible peer groupings 
and friendships can co-exist with a meaningful classroom 
community. Mary offered a view that was echoed in the 
subsequent interview with her teaching-team: 
I think that they have their own little group that 
they sit in at meeting time. They have their little 
groups, within the larger group, that are based on 
stronger peer connections - friendships, but I 
still think that they have that identification with 
the larger group. (MS/13/631) (see also MS/V2/911; 
MD/V2/993) 
Indeed, Gretchen described the process of community-building 
as involving the gradual evolution of these smaller peer 
connections. 
...parents expect that when their kids come they’ll 
soon be part of the group and the process is very 
slow and it changes, it’s very fluid. People will 
go to the easiest child to be with and sort of make 
contact, and work it out, and really make contact, 
and it doesn’t really happen until February, March, 
April. April is the ideal month. By April they are 
really probably working together, and really good 
friends, and really understand each other and 
respect each other at that point. (GS/I2/971) (see 
also GS/I2/190) 
Mary also affirmed the relationship between these child- 
initiated connections and the work of the larger community 
in her initial interview: 
I think more that the type of collaboration that 
the kids do amongst themselves has more influence 
on the group projects than vice versa. They tend to 
connect and collaborate and build connections with 
each other and ways of relating that then affects 
how they work together in group 
projects.(MS/13/427) 
The teachers understood the children’s desire to form 
their own groupings to pursue private interests; they 
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welcomed this as part of the community. It appears that 
exclusion became the problem only when peer groupings or 
friendships became rigid, limiting, unfair, or unkind. The 
teachers had to balance the freedom to pursue private 
interests against the possibility of exclusion in the 
community. For instance, Max, the Director of the school, 
explained how he dealt with a situation in which the older 
soccer players were dominating the school’s playing field. 
* 
Resisting his initial reaction to move autocratically 
against the "exclusionary play," Max formed a committee of 
older children to discuss and solve the problem. The 
committee created a system of signing-up in advance for the 
space that Max felt adequately addressed the children’s 
responsibility to consider "What play is appropriate for 
this school?" (MS/15/260). Eventually the rule didn’t need 
to be enforced anymore because it had "reinforced an order 
of relationships that helped to extinguish this exclusionary 
'We’ve got the playing field and you can’t have it!’ kind of 
attitude that the younger kids had seen as a problem." 
Again, the central concern was, as Betty emphasized in a 
separate interview, that the classroom (and school) be "a 
place where we want everyone to feel comfortable and happy 
and that they like to come to" (BJ/V1/555). 
The teachers’ views on gender segregation also 
demonstrated the teachers’ attempts to find a balance. Even 
though teachers actively supported inclusion across gender 
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through the curriculum they implemented, they were also 
accepting of some gender-segregation in the private 
activity, friendships, and interests of children, as long as 
this did not limit personal choices or lead to feelings of 
discomfort. When noting the rule of "mixing up the soup," 
Roberta added: "There are lots of opportunities where girls 
can go off together or boys can do what they need to do 
together" (RA/I1/1040). 
Thus, inclusion appears to mean that children should 
have a wide choice of potential relationships and interests 
available to them (flexibility), that they should feel 
comfortable and accepted for who they are within this 
network of relationships, and finally, they should not 
obstruct the connections being sought by others. 
Empathy and Perspective-Taking 
The process of building flexible connections between 
members of the community could be seen in the value 
teachers’ placed on the inclusion of others’ feelings and 
points-of-view. As discussed by these teachers, perspective¬ 
taking is not believed to require the formation of intense 
friendship bonds between all members of a community. Rather, 
this process demands the child’s psychological and affective 
openness to the ideas and practices of a diverse group of 
individuals. 
Max, the Director of the school, argued that core 
activities at the Common School, such as cross-age 
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interaction, in-depth studies and problem-solving were all 
"opportunities for children and adults to step outside their 
own ways of looking at the world, to take another’s 
perspective." During the 1990 Annual Address to the Common 
School community he affirmed this view: 
During the day at school, we insist that children 
manifest an attitude of inclusion in their play, 
and in assigning them work we engineer the 
stretching and accommodating to difference that 
inclusion requires. (The Common School Newsletter. 
April 1990, p. 1) 
The classroom teachers also spoke about the value they 
placed on widening perspectives. In discussing the potential 
learning advantages of nursery children dictating a story 
together, Gretchen suggested that this process might help 
the children consider all the components of their plan 
rather than producing "...just sort of scribble" 
(GS/V3/1587). In the Green nursery, Mary suggested that "how 
self-centered [the children] are in terms of their ability 
to be aware of and be interested in another kid’s ideas" 
(MS/13/743) was an important issue to consider in the 
success of community relations. Betty echoed this belief 
when she talked about classroom community-building in the 
kindergarten as involving opportunities for children to 
share and respect each other’s views (BJ/I4/936). 
Teachers in the older grades tended to focus on the 
ways in which children’s ideas could be expanded through 
attempting to include another’s perspective. In response to 
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a video-observation showing two children in the kindergarten 
painting side-by-side, Betty acknowledged the potential for 
cognitive accommodation in this way: 
...kids really love to communicate about what they 
are painting and they’ll go and examine each 
other’s paintings as they are working on them, and 
it does result in some children just imitating 
something somebody else has done but that’s a lot 
of pleasure too, and there’s a lot of creativity in 
figuring out: How did that person get that result? 
and, What are they doing with that? So, I think 
[the video] really shows very much, really clearly, 
just what the benefits are... (BJ/V1/912) 
In-depth studies and the process of creating group 
plays for performance were also seen by Betty and Roberta as 
critical teacher-structured experiences that supported the 
older children to accommodate their peers’ perspectives. 
Betty emphasized the importance of children being given "a 
lot of chances to take responsibility for what happens” in 
these activities. In so doing, the children’s attention is 
exposed to others’ points-of-view. Similarly, Roberta argued 
that collaboration within the classroom community presented 
opportunities for perspective-taking; this was of deep 
ethical importance to her. 
...it also helps them encounter and deal with 
differences. If you’re trying to collaborate with 
someone and they have a very different perspective, 
whether it comes from who they are culturally or 
just their idea..people have to deal with it. It’s 
definitely not necessarily a negative experience, 
but you encounter that in terms of your experiences 
in the classroom, and those are all very valuable 
things to happen.... It’s all too easy to dismiss 
what other people have to offer. There are some 
children for whom that’s their growing edge, just 
being able to appreciate other people and be able 
to listen and hear... (RA/I1/727) 
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Even though this intensity of collaborative engagement 
may not be essential to a functioning community as conceived 
by these teachers, this general concern with perspective- 
taking is certainly connected with their notions of 
community. Similar to Roberta and Betty, Mary emphasized 
moral principles valued by the Common School community when 
she discussed her team’s struggles with broadening 
children’s awareness. 
It’s slow going. Just gradually try to broaden 
their awareness of other people’s ideas and rights 
and [their] responsibility to respect them. (MS/13) 
For these younger children, perspective-taking seemed 
primarily concerned with the social and moral aspects of 
inclusion. This moral aspect of "putting yourself in another 
person’s place," particularly at an affective level, touches 
upon an image of a caring community. For instance, when 
commenting on each other’s work, Betty seemed to value that 
her present group was "very thoughtful of one another’s 
feelings" (BJ/I4/264). During a later member check 
discussion, the Director confirmed that the emphasis in the 
early childhood classrooms was on empathy, sharing emotions, 
rather than sharing toys and other physical objects. While 
sharing is viewed by teachers as a difficult task for 
preschoolers, social understanding could begin to be built 
through the children’s ability to to respond to others’ 
emotions. In turn, these moral beginnings are seen as a base 
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for the inclusion of others’ ideas in collaborative 
endeavors (J/V2/2005; MS, E1/V5/2060). 
The teachers felt there were developmental barriers to 
widening children’s psychological and social inclusion. 
Roberta acknowledged that it is sometimes "really difficult 
for children to move beyond their own very small world and 
to look at the larger one" (RA/I1/944). She saw the children 
as having difficulty "in expanding their world [and] pushing 
their boundaries" (RA/I1/962). By invoking the "boundary" 
metaphor in these comments, Roberta conjures up the image of 
the young child constrained by the blinkers of egocentrism. 
In other instances teachers commented that children were 
sometimes "fenced in," or even "locked in," by only 
perceiving one right answer or possible solution 
(RA/I1/1023; MS/13/459). Roberta argued that this was a 
"cognitive developmental limitation" which constrained a 
young child’s ability to think more abstractly and flexibly 
about possible solutions (RA/I1/1019). 
These comments, together with the nursery teachers’ 
statements about the "self-absorption" of preschoolers, 
confirm the teachers’ shared appreciation of the 
developmental constraints of young children in this regard. 
Indeed, an ability to see another’s point-of-view was 
clearly the most significant boundary to group relations 
that these teachers identified. This limitation, though, was 
not only attributed to developmental factors. Mary felt that 
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within broad developmental capabilities, being "self- 
centered" was more a "personality issue" (MS/13/738). 
Likewise, Roberta talked about the problem of being only 
focused on one’s "own agenda" as "very much a part of who 
[the children] are" (RA/I1/366) (see also GS, E/V3/696, 718, 
832; GS/I2/809; MS/13/459; BJ/I4/56; MS, J/V2/251). Emily, 
an associate teacher in the Blue nursery, illustrated the 
limitations for preschoolers when she explained the 
difficulty they have when dictating a story with a peer. 
...they are very excited about doing it next to 
each other, and when we get to the part where they 
dramatize it, working on that, they often have a 
completely different idea about what should happen 
in the story, and then arguing with us about it, or 
one just telling a completely different story that 
has nothing to do with the other story [smiles]. 
You have two simultaneous stories going on. 
(Em/V3/1528) 
It is important to stress, though, that the teachers 
also talked about many situations in which young children 
did demonstrate perspective-taking ability. For instance, 
the three early childhood head teachers reported that 
children: shared drawing strategies, assessed the goals of 
ongoing dramatic play, incorporated each other’s ideas 
during project work, and gave feedback during discussions 
(GS/I1/503; MS/13/53; MS/13/124; MS/13/186; MS/13/303; 
BJ/I4/264; GS, H, Em/V3/1549). By viewing perspective-taking 
and empathic concern as important skills in a classroom 
community, teachers appeared to appreciate and nurture the 
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potential for young children to consider others’ 
perspectives. 
Finally, the significance of perspective-taking was 
also revealed in the important role that many of the 
teachers saw for themselves in assisting children to 
"reflect" on their own actions and become more "aware" or 
"conscious" of the plans and behavior of others (RA/I1/328, 
658). Mary offered these thoughts when asked how she 
assisted children to include others in their thoughts and 
feelings: 
Talking things out, getting other children to give 
feedback about how they felt about somebody 
storming into their game and sending their legos 
flying or whatever it was that happened. Stopping 
them and getting them to look and listen to the 
other child and also giving them words to 
communicate, because often they tend to be more 
physical kids. (MS/13/459) 
Discussion, initiating problem-solving, asking peers to give 
feedback, and the occasional role-playing exercise were all 
mentioned by various teachers as ways to assist children to 
take on the perspectives of others (MS/13/229; MS/13/303; 
RA/I1/658; MS/13/581; BJ/I4/264; BJ/I4/440; J/V2/2005). 
Indeed, when the Director explained one of the purposes of a 
recent faculty "philosophy day" as being a time to reflect 
and consider "points-of-view," he added: "the same way we do 
in our classrooms with our kids" (MSe/I5/922-1044 ) . 
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Protecting Privacy 
Perspective-taking enables children to gain insight 
into the worlds of others. While the Common School teachers 
valued both social and psychological inclusion of others, 
they still showed acceptance and support for the 
individual’s need to withdraw. As noted earlier, the Common 
School teachers seemed primarily concerned about rigid kinds 
of exclusion that aroused feelings of discomfort. This 
research also showed that the teachers were aware of and 
supported the children’s need for privacy and intimacy. This 
involved the protection of physical and psychological 
boundaries surrounding individuals. 
In terms of the physical environment, Betty suggested 
that, "having one or two spaces in a classroom where 
children can be away from the group is valuable" 
(BJ/V1/1309). This protection allows small groups to become 
"absorbed" in their play. In the Blue nursery, the play- 
dough area was described by Polly, an associate teacher, as 
"very predictable and safe, where they can kind of go and 
almost recoup" (H/V3/164). Gretchen agreed, affirming that 
she felt it was important that children "do stuff by 
themselves and sort of be able to do just what they are 
doing and tune out all this commotion and all this noise and 
everything and relax" (GS/V3/723). 
These comments express the Common School teachers’ 
acknowledgment that their open, hands-on programs presented 
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children with considerable social and sensory complexity 
(MD/V4/1824). The need for the child to exclude this social 
activity in order to feel comfortable was clearly 
appreciated. The teachers’ concern was raised only when they 
perceived the potential for a child’s isolation from the 
rest of the group, either imposed by others or self-induced 
(BJ/V3/1172; GS/V3/1243). 
Isolation evokes an image of rigidity in boundaries; 
and this is what concerned these teachers. As discussed 
earlier, the teachers favored occasions when children 
demonstrated flexibility while still maintaining a sense of 
freedom and personal choice. Eleanor, an associate teacher 
in the kindergarten, suggested that play in the open spaces 
of the playground was a time when "kids’ boundaries get 
bigger... they can let more people in" (El/Vl/1607 ). Mary 
talked about the children’s attempts to "define" and 
"accommodate" the spatial needs of another child’s play in 
the nursery sand-box "while at the same time being able to 
carry out what they are trying to do with the materials" 
(MS/13/186). Mary felt that this process would sometimes 
lead into more shared kinds of play: "You know, the back-hoe 
will build up the sand hill and the steam shovel will come 
and knock it over." 
Even so, teachers clearly felt they had a role to play 
in protecting children from peer invasiveness in particular 
circumstances. A video-observation of story-telling at a 
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Pistoia school, led the Common School teachers to debate 
their expectations of children at their group story-times. 
The Pistoia teacher is seen in the video attempting to begin 
her story while children continue to talk and move about. 
Many of the Common School teachers felt that it was 
acceptable for some children to not attend to a story, as 
long as they didn’t "interfere with" or "disturb" the 
listeners. Eleanor, the associate teacher in the 
kindergarten said: "as long as they don’t prevent people who 
want to listen from listening to it" (E1/V5/2654). While 
efforts would be made to make the activity accessible to all 
children, the bottom line was that the teachers would 
protect the children’s right to choose and be free from 
unwanted interference (MS, H/V5/2469). Betty added: "I see 
[listening] more as having respect for one another when it’s 
a group situation (BJ/V5/2713). 
The children’s perceived need to exclude was also a 
matter for group discussion. Betty told of a meeting at the 
beginning of the year in which the kindergarten children 
problem-solved how they might sensitively "exclude" another 
child from play or from sitting next to them at lunch. They 
asked, "What is it you can say to them that would not make 
their feelings really hurt?" (BJ/V1/558). 
Teachers also offered protection from interference in 
other ways. Certain kinds of activity, principally art 
activities, were identified as being primarily the sanctum 
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of the individual. This focus on individual work was 
expressed by invoking another powerful metaphor used in this 
study, that of "ownership.” While the potential of group 
art-work was acknowledged and tapped, particularly with the 
older children or in partnership situations (BJ/I4/546), 
creating "something they own themselves" was certainly a 
more prominent activity. Likewise, Gretchen reported in her 
very first comments that "most of the time" her nursery 
children worked on "their own" art projects. These are 
eventually taken home "to some extent because you are part 
of your project, but another extent to communicate with 
parents what the children are doing at school" (GS/I2/52). 
Gretchen concluded that in the art area "there is a lot of 
emphasis on your own thing". Roberta said she assisted the 
children to understand and negotiate "where the boundaries 
are" between one’s own work and the work of another 
(RA/I1/22, 134, 206) (see also GS/I2/775). For instance, a 
child who insisted that a peer’s painting be changed was 
asked to create her "own" painting to incorporate her 
feedback. Roberta made these comments: 
In the individual projects there is more a sense of 
ownership. I am thinking about art here and we’ll 
talk about more cognitive things later. When 
children are working on an art project... there’s 
more independence in terms of how they are going to 
accept or reject what they hear other people 
suggest. (RA/I1/22) 
A video-observation of a carpentry activity in the Blue 
nursery classroom provided a clear example of Mary asserting 
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individual boundaries when she asked a child to seek 
approval from the builder of a car construction before 
adding onto it. When asked about the interaction she 
replied: 
Because it was Jacob’s car and we try to 
communicate to the kids that they need to be 
respectful of other kids’ property and...It was 
Jacob’s car and so Jacob could control what 
happened to it. (MS/V2/1719) 
The responses of Italian teachers in Reggio Emilia and 
Pistoia to this same video-observation revealed the 
contrasting potential for inclusion and exclusion presented 
by the interaction. One teacher felt that Mary was 
"respecting the child" (Te/P10/123), while another saw her 
action as "protecting the privacy of this child who was 
trying to carry through his project" (XX/R5/125). This 
latter teacher concluded "I see a right of the child to do 
his own car." Her support, though, was based on an 
assumption that, "there will be one car for each child." 
In contrast, a colleague from Reggio Emilia simply 
stated that the Common School teacher "should just let [the 
children] cooperate" (GP/R5/221). He added that, "the 
teacher should not ask permission but should likewise just 
cooperate." Finally, a fourth teacher seemed similarly 
uneasy with Mary’s exclusive focus on the child who "owned" 
the car and offered this advice to her: "Have more 
confidence in the resources of the children to help each 
other" (LR/R5/70). The Italian teachers raised the 
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possibility of inclusive cooperation. More importantly, the 
message is that there is a fine line between seeing an 
intervention as protecting the individual and seeing it as 
promoting exclusion. This is a line that the teachers at the 
Common School attempt to walk in considering the 
individual’s relationship to the classroom community. 
Again, the teachers faced the dilemma of how to protect 
the individual’s privacy while also encouraging "connection" 
with the entire group. Community members require a sense of 
comfort with each other that allows for the co-existence of 
various relationship networks. Max, the Director of the 
school, nicely articulated this dual concern for protecting 
personal boundaries and promoting a sense of inclusion in a 
reference to the physical environment. He was responding to 
a video-observation in which a single table was used to seat 
an entire group for an activity in Pistoia, Italy: 
I like the way [the children] can be at the same 
table without sliding their work into the work of 
the person across from them. That there’s room for 
the model material here in the middle and yet there 
is the feeling that we’re in the same place... 
(MSe/V5/420) (see also MD/V4/305). 
Control and Selfhood 
Acknowledging and protecting the privacy needs of 
children was one way that the Common School expressed their 
value of the individual within a community. Their strong 
emphasis on giving children opportunities to feel "control" 
over their lives, to have one-to-one interactions with 
140 
adults, and to be the focus of the community’s attention, 
similarly communicated the teachers’ focus on the needs of 
the individual. These needs were regarded as important even 
though they were acknowledged as having the potential to 
threaten the teachers’ value of inclusion. 
Each of the teaching teams provided experiences that 
intentionally gave individuals opportunities to take charge 
of the program and "have the limelight" (MS/V2/1483; 1518) 
or "be a teacher" (GS/V3/1812). Teachers appeared to value 
the individual and his or her need, even right, to be heard 
by others in the community. In discussing her expectation 
that children should listen to the speaker in kindergarten 
group meetings, Betty claimed that it was a matter of 
"respect for one another," that "everybody likes to have 
their day in the sun and be listened to" (BJ/V5/2717). 
Certainly, teachers in Venice and Reggio Emilia were struck 
by the respectful focus the children showed toward the 
speaker in video-observations they observed of meeting-time 
in a Common School nursery classroom. This issue is further 
explored within the theme of "Community Reflects the 
Individual." 
The "drama-meeting," held regularly in the nursery 
rooms was one key group experience in which individual 
children were supported to take "control." In this activity 
the author of each story (dictated to a teacher during 
morning choice-time) is given the opportunity to choose who 
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will take part in the dramatization during meeting. Gretchen 
remarked that "very often they will put characters in the 
story because they want certain friends to be in the acting 
out" (GS/I2/468). A similar process was reported by the 
other nursery team. Mary identified other routines in the 
program, "sharing-meeting" and "book-time," as opportunities 
for children to "exercise some control." In response to a 
video-observation of drama-meeting in her classroom, she 
readily acknowledged the exclusion that occurred as children 
selected certain peers and avoided others. Mary justified it 
in this way: 
...it is an opportunity for somebody who is just 
dying to play with somebody and doesn’t feel 
comfortable approaching or being rejected. It’s 
sort of a structure within which they can say "you 
help me." (MS/V2/1067) 
...there are occasional times, that tend to happen 
more at the beginning of the year, where certain 
kids who aren’t well integrated into the group get 
left out of being chosen. But I think the benefits 
are worth more than the risks because the child who 
gets left out gets the turn to be the storyteller 
and choose who she or he wants to be in the part. 
(MS/V2/1493) 
Here the meaning that an event has for a participant cannot 
be assumed. In this case, the event was construed by Mary as 
an opportunity for connection (inclusion) rather than 
exclusion. Her words emphasize the teachers’ image of 
comfortable relations within community, discussed earlier in 
this chapter. 
An alternative perspective on this individual focus was 
offered by the teachers in Venice, Italy. Consider their 
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responses to a video-observation of drama dictation in the 
Blue nursery. They felt that the teachers’ haste to have a 
story produced for later dramatization necessitated the 
limitation to only a few children. They suggested that with 
more time, more children could be included and thus, more 
extensive discussion would unfold between all group members 
(ABt/Vel/886-913). One Venetian teacher underlined her 
colleagues’ awareness of exclusion in the drama activity by 
suggesting a more inclusive alternative. 
But it would be very nice to produce something 
which is the story told by many children, a story 
told together. Maybe you even take two days. Maybe 
the group as a whole relates to it more than the 
story of only one child. (Pi/Vel/948) 
The Italian teachers were, perhaps, able to see more 
possibilities for inclusion of all children in the group 
than their Common School counterparts. Of course, they were 
also aware of the favorable adult-child ratios (3:18) at the 
Common School that allowed times for exclusive focus on a 
few children. In Venice and Pistoia the teachers lamented 
the limitations imposed by their higher ratios (2:25). They 
noted their need to craft a curriculum that attended 
primarily to large groups of children (P10; Vel). 
At the Common School the low teacher-child ratio 
supported the value the teachers placed on individuals 
receiving one-to-one attention from adults (BJ/V1/1544; 
RA/I1/80). Complex value choices were made by Common School 
teachers when they considered one-to-one attention and the 
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related potential for exclusion. This decision-making was 
vividly illustrated by the responses of the Blue nursery 
team to a video-observation from their classroom. Emily, an 
associate teacher, is seen working closely with a child who 
is creating a charcoal drawing of an older child acting as a 
model. Gretchen, the head teacher, explained what 
subsequently happened: "...another child came over because 
she wanted to do it too, and [Emily] really ignored that 
child very pointedly" and continued her focus on the child 
she was assisting. Given the opportunity to comment on this 
teacher-strategy, Gretchen responded: "Well, I would say 
theoretically I would reject it, but, I don’t, because it 
really works." Her subsequent comments in a member-check 
discussion a year later clarified what she meant: 
...I would say theoretically we really wouldn’t 
want to do that, be so exclusive to a child coming 
over, but it gave that child a really good look at 
what was going on in not an immediate process, and 
by the time she started to draw she didn’t need any 
instruction at all. She had absorbed it all and 
never really needed that next step that we 
otherwise would have given her. (GS/V4/511) 
Thus, the possibility for exclusion was balanced against the 
autonomy that were afforded the second child. Choice and 
autonomy are key values at the Common School that I discuss 
later in this analysis within the theme "Freedom and 
Structure." Emily, the associate teacher, also noted that 
Kim [the second child] was both independent and competent 
and that these factors enabled her to remain focused on the 
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first child. The other associate teacher, Polly, confirmed 
the importance of considering children’s individual 
differences: "And that would work with someone like Kim. I 
mean, if you had someone like Ricky come over and sit down 
you would have had to shift your focus" (H/V3/1016). 
Gretchen emphasized that she aimed to demonstrate 
"equality" in her interactions with different children. 
Certainly, each of the teachers stressed that she is 
available to other children even when focused on a one-to- 
one interaction. Their role depends on the particular 
children and situation involved. Even so, Gretchen made it 
clear that an exclusive focus on an individual child is 
sometimes important: "...we had other reasons why [we stuck 
with one child] that had nothing to do with the artistic 
instruction, but just paying attention to that particular 
child" (GS/V4/532). These following comments from Gretchen 
confirmed this view of one-to-one attention: 
I think we [focus on one child] quite a bit. I 
don’t think it’s accidental that John [the video¬ 
cam operator] got that. We’ll focus and help one 
child if we think that child is really in tune, 
because Sally [the first child] was really paying 
attention. If we have their attention we keep it 
and not sacrifice that because some other child is 
coming along. (GS/V3/988) 
Yet, despite this attention given to the needs of 
individuals, the Common School teachers were aware that many 
of their children were already very conscious of their 
individuality. The "boundary" metaphor is again used in this 
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dialogue. In discussing the children’s individual work in 
painting, Roberta remarked with amusement: "I think they 
come to us with a good sense of self! They are pretty secure 
in their personal boundaries...(RA/I1/200)". After viewing 
video-observations of Italian classrooms in Reggio-Emilia, 
Gretchen acknowledged "Well, I think we are extreme in the 
individualized attention in this culture. There is room for 
this other way of looking at what can go on, definitely 
(GS/V4/2691)". 
Both Betty and Gretchen recognized that problems in 
group collaborative work, including drama, could be the 
result of an individual "who has a terrific need to be in 
charge, to be noticed, to be the boss," (BJ/I4/601) or who 
"needs so much control over his world, but he can’t even 
have somebody join in" (GS/I2/847) (see also BJ/V1/413; 
GS/I2/586). Roberta talked of children who disrupted group 
work because they entered "totally with their own agenda" 
(RA/I1/366, 487). Finally, Betty and Gretchen identified 
children whose extensive one-to-one attention from adults in 
the home setting seemed to actually create difficulties in 
working as part of a group (GS/I2/1126). Betty offered these 
thoughts : 
I think there are some children who are very much 
unto themselves, they can be very shy or reticent 
or just very absorbed in their own world. They can 
be children who have a very rich life at home with 
parents who are very interested in them and have 
done a lot of things on a one-to-one basis. There 
can be children who do things very well, either 
they have all the knowledge or they’re very clever 
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with a drawing and get very impatient with the 
sloppiness or misunderstanding of others... 
(BJ/I4/717) 
Finally, the interventions that teachers used in 
conflicts provide insight into the dilemmas that they faced 
regarding the needs of the individual and those of the 
community. While the teachers agreed that they would 
generally encourage children to solve difficulties by 
themselves, Mary suggested that she would intervene to 
assist children who were too fixed on their own personal 
perspective and unable to see the views of others 
(MS&E1/V5/2060). At other times Mary saw the need to help 
small groups to negotiate an acceptable way for a child to 
enter into their play, for instance, by clarifying which 
materials a child can use without posing a threat to the 
other players (MS/13). 
In response to a video-observation of a conflict at the 
dough table, associate teacher June explained how she 
intervened to assist a younger and less powerful child’s re¬ 
entry into the group. Identifying the incident as resulting 
in "exclusion," June offered these comments: 
I see my role is to try to get them to explain 
their position to each other. To try to get the 
nonverbal kid to verbalize some and to get the 
other kid to see the other kid’s point-of-view if 
possible. And to make sure that everyone gets 
included and that one doesn’t dominate or have all 
the power over the others...And to get them to 
shift their position from hanging onto the 
controlling one to being more in a position of 
including ... a younger child. (J/V2/1976 ) 
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Part of June’s intervention had been to ask the excluding 
child if she wanted to hug the younger child. Her 
explanation of her actions further emphasizes the Common 
School teachers’ desire to encourage opportunities for 
connection between children: 
Sometimes...I think it’s a nice way to re-establish 
contact with another child, and it might be easier 
and more real than using words and it’s like a way 
of saying "Ahhh, [gestures a deep breath out] it’s 
okay, let’s all get back to business now. It’s 
really OK. We had this conflict and now we can 
include each other again and not hang onto it. Let 
it go. Move onto the next - the play, the play’s 
the thing. (J/V2/1976) 
These interventions illustrate that the boundary-setting 
process was seen by these teachers as an important and often 
complex element of the young child’s life in a classroom 
community. One final comment from June restates her teaching 
team’s parallel concerns about the comfort a child feels in 
relationships and their desire to encourage autonomy and 
control. 
I’ve noticed that we all do things like that. We 
have times when we might feel more nurturant 
towards a child’s discomfort and other times when 
you might feel like a little push toward "deal with 
it yourself." (J/V2/2229) 
Summary 
The dilemma of inclusion versus exclusion was 
confronted and given meaning on many levels in the dialogue 
of these teachers. To begin, the Common School’s commitment 
to diversity and social inclusion was seen as an important 
and formidable task. While gender divisions are able to be 
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addressed, the population of the school makes meaningful 
inclusion of economic, cultural, and racial diversities an 
ongoing struggle. Max offered these strong words in his 
Annual Director’s address to the school community back in 
1985: 
We say that we expect children to base their 
generalizations on direct experience. What 
conclusions will they draw from experience in a 
school if, culturally and economically, the 
school’s population becomes increasingly 
homogeneous? 
(The Common School Newsletter, special edition, 
1985, p. 6) 
Issues related to racial and economic diversity, though, 
were not prominent in the teacher interviews. This is 
probably due, in part, to the lack of significant racial 
diversity in the classrooms, and therefore, very few video- 
observations featuring children of color. In a previous 
observation study at the Common School, Lester (1981) 
likewise concluded that a lack of a racially diverse 
population made it difficult for her to comment on the 
extent of race-based exclusion in the kindergarten 
classroom. 
The only discussion dealing directly with racial 
differences in the present study came in response to a 
video-observation featuring the only Black child in one of 
the nursery groups. Asked about this child’s experience in 
the group, this team talked at length about the her strong 
consciousness of Black people and their absence at the 
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Common School (GS , H, Em/V3/493). While the lack of 
diversity at the Common School was not a new experience for 
the child, the teachers recognized that she was "crying out" 
for contact with other Black children and teachers. 
More generally, teachers talked about the role of in- 
depth studies (not a part of the nursery curriculum) in 
promoting cultural understanding and inclusion at the Common 
School. Roberta offered these comments: 
When we do our cultural studies, we’ll often look 
at other cultures, not only in terms of comparison 
- we don’t usually do it as "We do this and they do 
that" because we don’t want to create that sort of 
dichotomy - but just looking at an awareness of 
other ways of doing things and other peoples and 
other places. (RA/I1/906) 
Betty also talked about the "wonderful" cultural studies at 
the school which aimed to enable children to be "tolerant of 
other people’s beliefs, to respect them." She also argued, 
though, that the Common School (and herself) needed to do 
more to reach out to real problems in the local area and the 
world. For instance, the children in the kindergarten helped 
to create posters for an area homeless women’s shelter. 
Finally, when asked "what kinds of differences between 
children are the most difficult to bridge in terms of 
community-building?," Betty said she would "consider it a 
very big challenge to try and do a collaborative effort with 
children from this school and an inner city school" or a 
setting with tremendous diversity or language differences 
(BJ/I4/1101). In general though, the videotapes that were 
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shown to the teachers and the questions that they were asked 
were not successful in provoking much direct discussion of 
how the teachers viewed the issue of socio-economic 
inclusion and its importance to classroom community. 
In all, given the limited and inconclusive nature of 
the teachers’ discourse in this study concerning racial, 
cultural, and socio-economic diversities it is not possible 
to propose how teachers collectively viewed these issues in 
relation to community. While newsletters and other school 
documents suggest that diversity has received particular 
attention at the Common School in recent years, the everyday 
practice of these teachers appears to focus their discussion 
on broader concepts regarding inclusion and exclusion. The 
shared ecology of a classroom, with children and adults 
living together, means that teachers tend to focus on the 
human relationships that must be negotiated in the daily 
life of their classrooms. As Roberta noted: "The most 
problems [for children in their community relations are 
with] the people who are right there, who will actually 
impact on what they can or can’t do" (RA/I1/974), not with 
those who are outside of direct and regular contact. 
First, inclusion means that children will feel 
comfortable and secure within their community. They should 
be able to pursue personal interests within an atmosphere of 
support. Community requires a wide spectrum of potential 
relations within the community. While friendships and sub- 
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groupings are encouraged, networks of connection between 
children are intended to "bridge the gap" between these 
groups. Exclusion is clearly associated with isolation, 
interference, and a lack of flexibility in children’s ideas 
and relationships. 
The curriculum and educational approach of the Common 
School is intended to engage the children in perspective- 
taking in order to understand and incorporate others’ ideas 
and worlds. In this regard, the teachers identify the 
difficulties that young children have with stepping outside 
their own agenda and perspective as a significant limitation 
on collaborative engagement in the community. This 
limitation is associated with developmental and personality 
factors. For the younger children, the emphasis appears to 
be on empathizing with others. These affective connections 
are viewed, in part, as the bases for social and moral 
relations in the community. 
Teachers see a role for themselves in helping children 
to "reflect" on their own and others’ actions as a way to 
stretch their perspective-taking abilities. Finally, the 
goal of an inclusive community does not eliminate the 
teacher’s role in protecting children’s privacy and need to 
feel control over their lives. The individual’s right to 
choice and freedom within their community is a key value 
that must be balanced against any threat of exclusion. In 
all, the teachers at the Common School have found ways to 
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maintain their focus on individuality within a deep concern 
for nurturing community. The next theme explores this 
critical issue of maintaining individuality in greater 
depth. 
Theme Two: Community Reflects the Individual 
Introduction 
In defining the idea of community it is evident that 
all the Common School teachers emphasize the ways in which 
each child, as an individual, contributes to the group. The 
identity of the community is seen as a collage of these 
individual pieces rather than as a unified whole. This theme 
stresses the idea that the community must adjust in order to 
be inclusive of individual differences. Conversely, the 
individual should not change their uniqueness in order to be 
included. In the 1985 Director’s Address to the school, Max 
affirmed: "We want the School to fit the child, to foster 
unique abilities and potential, not to stifle them" (The 
Common School Newsletter. December, 1985, p. 3). Community 
should offer a widening of possibilities, rather than a 
narrowing. Mary, the Head Teacher in the Green nursery, also 
talked of this vision in her initial interview: 
I think we work hard to establish a community in 
the classroom... we do it by drawing awareness 
within the group to each child’s individuality and 
that each child brings a special thing to our 
group... (MS/13/578) 
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For Mary, a focus on the individual was an important element 
in the nature of the classroom community and in the 
collaboration that occurred within it. Children’s interests 
are identified and incorporated into the curriculum that is 
shared by, and thus defines the community. Consider these 
further comments: 
I think we really try to support kids’ individual 
interests and make that reflected in the type of 
community that we are. You know, kids that are 
really interested in fantasy play or whatever. So 
the unique qualities of the group create the type 
of community we are. We’ve had in the past really 
shy, reserved type groups because that was the body 
of the kids that made it up, and then this year we 
have a sort of playful, social, really competent 
type group. (MS/13/720) (see also MS/13/22) 
The identity of the classroom community is subject to yearly 
change as old members leave and new members enter to create 
a new collage of interests, skills, and personalities. 
Indeed, all of the head teachers frequently made mention of 
differences between the identities of the various groups 
that they had worked with over the years. Groups were 
portrayed as more or less social, creative, intellectually 
mature, gender segregated, industrious, autonomous, 
cooperative, thoughtful, attentive, or reflective than 
previous groups. For instance, when Gretchen was asked "Do 
you see more community some years in the classroom than in 
other years?" she replied in part: 
They are different, because when we have a group of 
much older children or really young children, or a 
lot of boys or a lot of girls, the group that is 
going to be created is going to be different. It’s 
going to have a different working together 
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atmosphere, and that we don’t know before we get 
them... (GS/I2/1152) 
In this theme I begin by examining the teachers’ image 
that individuals contribute to their community by acting as 
resources to other group members; sharing expertise through 
a process of "consultation" and thereby building self¬ 
esteem. Next, I explore the philosophical and pedagogical 
significance of children having "input" (or "a say") into 
the social and intellectual curriculum of each classroom 
(and the school). In the section "Having input," I examine 
the Common School teachers’ desire for a democratic, 
participatory community. Democracy and learning come through 
each child’s "investment in" and "ownership of" the 
curriculum. These metaphors are powerful expressions of the 
teachers’ beliefs about how the individual relates to her or 
his community. Finally, I detail the teachers’ ideas about 
the primary avenues of community discourse at the Common 
School. Through these avenues, particularly group problem¬ 
solving meetings, children give, share, and negotiate input 
with others. 
Individuals as Resources 
Individuals are seen to contribute to their classroom 
community by being available as "resources" to other group- 
members. Asked to define collaborative learning, Roberta 
responded in part: "When children are able to use other 
children as resources in order to move forward in what they 
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are trying to do. So, it can happen in individual projects 
as well as in group projects” (RA/I1/709). Moreover, the 
essential importance of collaborative learning within her 
classroom lies in the way it "places value on other human 
beings in terms of what they have to offer and what they 
have to share” (RA/I1/727). Indeed, sharing resources 
provides a key avenue of focus on both the individual and 
the interdependence within the classroom community (see also 
MS/13/550; RA/I1/1087). Roberta clarified this point 
further: 
There’s really hardly ever a time in the classroom 
when a child is given an assignment when consulting 
with other people would not be a good thing to do. 
Whenever we do math projects, it’s always okay to 
check in to see what your neighbor is doing, it’s 
always okay to ask "I forgot how to do this? How do 
I do this? What does this mean here?” That’s never 
something that’s not permitted. They never get the 
sense that this is to see what you know, what’s 
inside your head without using any other resources. 
(RA/I1/162) 
Children are important as resources to other group 
members because of the expertise they possess. Like Roberta, 
Betty also reported that children engage in a process of 
"consultation" as a way of sharing their expertise with 
other group members. For instance, after viewing a video- 
observation of two boys excitedly drawing together, Betty 
noted that small groups "do a lot of consulting on what 
their monster should look like and what the alien should 
look like" (BJ/V1/I242). The use of the word "consultation" 
seems to emphasize that each participant has unique views, 
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experience, or advice to offer. In this sense, the 
individuality of each child is both celebrated and shared. 
Children are believed to quickly determine the particular 
expertise offered by their peers, whether boys or girls, and 
have little hesitation seeking out their help. Betty 
confirmed these ideas when she talked about the kindergarten 
group’s "resident snake expert." Her comments suggest that 
the teacher’s abdication of an authoritarian role helps 
children to value the ways in which peers can contribute to 
their learning. 
I think there is a certain sense that has come 
within the group that the teacher isn’t the only 
person who knows information about what we are 
studying and that there are a lot of people who are 
experts about snakes or crabs....I think that the 
snake group really pointed to Glenn, our resident 
snake expert. He was recognized because he came in 
with a lot of knowledge of snakes. So I did set 
that up as a place where we had a resident expert 
that we could learn from. I think most of the time 
it’s an informal recognition that as we talk 
together as a group and have time to share and talk 
about what we’ve learned, that it’s clear that 
there are people who have learned a lot about 
sharks, for example. (BJ/I4/126) (see also 
BJ/I4/89; BJ, El/Vl/1250) 
Betty characterized the offering of one’s expertise to the 
group as an opportunity to be "in charge" (BJ/V1/1250). With 
children taking on the role of teacher, Betty believed that 
different forms of expertise would gradually be shared 
throughout the group. Indeed, this focus on the expertise of 
individuals is seen as a way of strengthening both 
individuals and their community. Even within the context of 
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competition Roberta suggested that there was the potential 
to support a sense of community. Her comments confirmed the 
value teachers placed on children knowing the uniqueness of 
each group member: 
In some ways [competition] helps identify the 
people who are the people who do things really 
well, and then you know who to call on when you 
need help. I see it as something that informs the 
community as opposed to polarizes the community, or 
can be a source of pride to the community as 
opposed to a source of really negative self-esteem 
for a particular member of the community. You could 
feel great that, "We have the best soccer player in 
our class!" or we can say, "Because _ is the best 
soccer player that means I’m terrible." You can 
look at the results of competition in very 
different ways and emphasize one side of it or the 
other. (RA/I1/1261) 
These comments come close to suggesting the idea of a 
collective; that self-esteem and identity are linked to the 
successes and failures of the group of which you are a 
member. Betty talked in a similar fashion about the 
relationship between the individual’s self-esteem and the 
work of one’s group. For her, not only can the child look at 
group work as a source of shared competence, but the group 
can also support the child in new and risky endeavors: 
"...they feel sustained by a group effort, they can feel 
more confident as they’re working together" (BJ/I4/919) (see 
also BJ/V1/1009). Indeed, Gretchen argued that working on 
something "together" was easier for some children than 
creating an "individual" product (GS/I2/726) (see also 
GS/V3/1583). Moreover, Betty felt that by contributing one’s 
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expertise to the community the individual is "noticed" and 
therefore feels a sense of personal competence within the 
framework of collaborative effort. 
[Group work] has the possibility of making each 
child feel successful and I think that’s very 
important in a classroom to have every child know 
that they have something that they can do, that 
they can do well and are competent at, and that 
they are noticed for. Sometimes a group effort that 
they can feed into in a way, if it’s a painting or 
a drawing and they don’t do that very well on their 
own, they can look at a whole group project and see 
that they made something quite wonderful. But a 
child who says they could never get up in front of 
a group and say the lines in the play - they can, 
because they are supported by the whole group. So 
there’s certainly a lot in it for the development 
of each child’s potential that doesn’t happen on 
their own. (BJ/I4/946) 
These comments raise the concern of the Common School 
teachers that each individual discover his or her own way to 
make a mark in the community. For instance, Betty expressed 
concerns about a child who "really doesn’t have much of his 
own to contribute" (BJ/V1/430). This kind of child was seen 
by the kindergarten team to be "extremely passive... and 
dependent on everybody elses’ ideas." Teachers value both 
the ideas that children possess and the growth in confidence 
and autonomy needed to exercise and share this competence 
(GS/I2/1196; BJ/V1/1264; J/V2/53). In the opening comments 
of her initial interview, Mary quickly asserted this focus 
on unearthing and supporting each individual’s area of 
competence: 
I think we tend to focus more on individual 
projects and individual strengths of the kids and 
encouraging their self-initiative and confidence in 
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themselves and I think in the process that draws 
attention to those individual traits-- attention to 
each child as an individual. But in that sense we 
make up a unique group, with each individual within 
the group. The kids collaborating together comes 
out of their knowledge of each other as 
individuals. (MS/13/29) 
Betty discussed how her team had helped children who were 
having difficulty working as members of the group, by 
identifying their specific interests and expertise. By 
incorporating activities into the curriculum that called for 
these specific skills, Betty was able to give these children 
a ’’stepping stone" for entry into the group; they had 
resources to share with others: 
I think the strategy with Damien was to find a key 
that let him shine in front of the class, and that 
was math. He turned out to be very good with 
numbers, so we did lots of things that let him show 
that he was very clever with numbers. 
Thinking every morning about things she’d really 
like to do and kind of trying to make them a group 
effort. For example, one thing that Kelly loves to 
do is make little houses out of shoe boxes....so we 
did a project where we did shoe-box houses for 
butterflies, and she got very involved with that 
and brought other people into the group and she 
began to show them some of the ways she knew how to 
make little things for these houses. (BJ/I4/793) 
Teachers aim to give children the support they need to 
exercise both confidence and autonomy in their community 
interactions. Roberta’s comments below argue that the Common 
School does this by valuing a wide definition of competence 
that, in turn, encourages each child to contribute. Each 
individual is believed to have a profile of strengths and 
weaknesses. These differences are not only accepted, they 
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are also important in adding to both the creativity and 
interdependence of the classroom and school-wide 
communities. The teacher has a role in modeling this key 
community value. 
One of the things that’s really nice about the 
Common School is that there are so many different 
areas of involvement and they are all equally 
valued and children will actually articulate, "So- 
and-so doesn’t do such-and-such so they need help 
in reading. But when we go out on the soccer field 
I want that person on my team because they are 
really good at soccer." They have a really good 
sense of a profile of a person and what they can do 
well and what they need help with, and probably an 
understanding that probably everyone needs help 
with something. There are very few people who have 
a handle on it all. The adults in their environment 
are always making mistakes and owning up to it and 
saying, "Yeah, I can’t really draw very well, so 
don’t laugh at my drawing. It’s the best I can do. 
You’ll know it’s a dog! [laughs] (RA/I1/1087) 
Just as good teachers in a child-centered program strive to 
know each child as an individual, Roberta saw the children 
themselves developing 
community, both peers 
is believed to add to 
profiles of the members of their 
and adults. Undoubtedly this process 
the richness of interaction and 
connection possible within that community. There is a clear 
reciprocity in the sharing of each individual’s expertise 
with others. Eleanor and Betty talked about this process 
after viewing interactions in their kindergarten classroom, 
noting "...that’s an area where Tom gets to be an expert 
whereas on the playground Jamal is in charge" (BJ/V1/1250). 
Gretchen identified a similar situation amongst the younger 
children. Her examples from drama-meeting vividly illustrate 
161 
the wide scope of expertise valued in Common School 
classrooms, a scope that extends to uniquely individual 
interests. 
Today, for instance, I had a bus that fell off the 
rail-road tracks and turned into a dinosaur and 
that was the end of the story. Then the girl said, 
"But no, I can’t do that because I want Simone to 
be a dinosaur too!" So, okay, it has to be two 
dinosaurs, because she already knew that she was 
going to be one of the dinosaurs. So she actually 
planned ahead. She knew Simone would volunteer 
because whenever there is a dinosaur in any story 
it’s always Simone - she’s our classroom dinosaur. 
We also have a little kid who always wants to be a 
baby bear, so the kids would put a baby bear in. So 
they really think about the other children while 
they are dictating their stories, not all the 
children, but the children who are really into it. 
(GS/I2/473) 
Gretchen and other teachers emphasized that this process of 
community-building, in which children grow to "really 
understand each other and respect each other," is a slow one 
that takes much of the year 
"People will actually think 
other kids, 'But what about 
know, really start thinking 
(see also MS/V2/338). 
to achieve. She continued: 
about each other and bring up 
him or her? Can she do --?’ You 
about each other" (GS/I2/965) 
Finally, having some children begin the year with 
veteran status in the mixed-age classrooms at the Common 
School adds a built in focus to the ways in which 
individuals can contribute expertise to their community. 
Essentially, veterans’ experience with the workings of the 
classroom, together with their greater maturity, means that 
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the teacher can offer them as models of expertise to the 
incoming novices. In so doing, the value placed on the ways 
that individuals can act as resources to their classroom 
community is communicated and confirmed. This aspect of the 
program is more fully explored within the following theme of 
"Learning the Ropes." 
Having Input 
The idea that a community should reflect the individual 
contributions of its members is also found in the Common 
School belief that the children should be given 
opportunities to have "input" into the various aspects of 
classroom life. Each of the four head teachers talked of the 
value placed on children’s ideas and opinions being heard 
and considered. This image of community was particularly 
evident in the "ownership" metaphor that saturated the 
Common School teachers’ discourse. Certainly, ownership in 
its extreme defines and focuses attention on the work of an 
individual, an aspect raised earlier in the theme "Inclusion 
versus Exclusion." This said, it is equally clear from this 
research that community endeavors are believed to become 
intellectually and socially valuable through each member’s 
"sense of ownership of" and, thus, "investment in" the 
substance and direction of these endeavors. These are long¬ 
standing metaphors of the Common School. In an article from 
a 1985 Common School Newsletter one teacher (not an 
informant in this study) wrote about how "we really value 
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investment in work" and children having "a feeling of 
personal ownership" over what they are investigating (Vol. 
15 (2); excerpt from Fast Folk Musical Magazine). 
For some of the classroom teachers, the importance of 
children giving "input" surely lies in its moral 
significance. Referring to the process of children sharing 
their ideas during the rehearsal of a play, Betty argued 
that children would offer their ideas, "If you have given 
them a sense that they have the right to speak and you value 
their opinion and if you have done that right from the 
beginning" (BJ/I4/635). These thoughts are linked to Betty’s 
image of her classroom as a democratic community. Consider 
these further excerpts from her comments: 
I see us as a community with everyone having a 
responsible role to play in the community. That 
everybody has a voice in that community, that they 
have an opportunity to share their views, it has a 
democratic quality to it... (BJ/I4/936) 
The principle of classroom democracy is represented in 
the idea of "input." Betty believes that providing the 
children with "a say in what the program is" (BJ/I4/964) is 
one of the most important ways that she helps children to 
build community in her classroom. A democratic community 
draws on the active participation of all members rather than 
being determined by the voices of a few. Roberta affirmed 
this image when asked in her initial interview to contrast 
the concept of conformity with that of community. In 
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Roberta’s meaning-system conformity represents a narrowing 
of identity: 
When I think of conformity I think of it coming 
from a narrower source. That maybe one or two 
people have decided what this is all going to look 
like and then everyone else just does it. I see 
community as being the active involvement of more 
people. (RA/I1/1218) 
In essence, the idea of "input'* reflects the value 
placed on both individual rights and responsibilities within 
a community. Children have a right to have their ideas and 
perspectives included in determining the affairs of the 
community. On the other hand, providing "input" can also be 
seen as an integral part of taking on responsibility for how 
classroom life proceeds. In a final member check discussion 
with the Director, he described the teachers at the school 
as sharing a sense of "trust" in children’s ability to 
contribute to the program (Obs#30). Betty saw this 
responsibility unfold within the plays that the kindergarten 
children put together. By allowing the children the freedom 
to work out how they would design and perform a play, they 
were given "a lot of chances to take responsibility for what 
happens" (BJ/V1/1735). Mary offered a related response after 
viewing a video-observation of her group discussing their 
ideas about an upcoming children’s clean-up day: "So that 
again was a spontaneous tangent we went in, drawing ideas 
from them, and involving them in sort of taking some 
ownership over the clean-up day" (MS/V2/1196). 
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Linked to this sense of responsibility, an attitude of 
commitment to one’s work in the community was stressed in 
the Director’s 1990 Annual Address to the school. His 
comments affirmed the school’s focus on the individual as 
deeply connected to their social world. 
You may have heard the expression 'shopping for a 
church.’ Certainly parents shop for schools. The 
metaphor here is one of consumption, rather than 
commitment. Social observers note a collective 
indifference to institutional investment in the 
context of this expanding consumer orientation. I 
often talk with and hear from visitors to The 
Common School about how invested, how engaged in 
their work our children are. It’s an important 
distinction. The first hour of our day - choice 
time - isn’t designed for shopping, but for 
investment. 
I believe that as human beings we build meaning in 
our lives through our investments.... through 
commitments beyond the self. (The Common School 
Newsletter. 20 (1), 1990, p. 2) 
Related to this moral significance, the Common School 
teachers also believe that curriculum that is initiated by 
and invented by the children (as opposed to planned by the 
adults) holds the promise of richer and more meaningful 
learning experiences. In this regard, Betty offered these 
thoughts when asked about whether she sees learning as a 
collaborative process in the kindergarten: 
I like to give space to the children to interact 
with the curriculum - to get their own ideas into 
what we are learning and in that sense I see it as 
a collaborative effort. Whatever we are studying, 
the children should feel they have a voice in it in 
a way that they can feel that they can express 
their own ideas and influence the way the 
curriculum goes. (BJ/I4/39) 
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While Betty also acknowledged that she sometimes feels the 
need to be more directive and take charge of an activity, it 
was clear that she valued those times when children are able 
to shape the curriculum. Her example was a play about 
insects that the children conceived and brought through to 
performance. The metaphor of ownership was again invoked. 
While she saw the finished product as somewhat crazy and 
childlike, she stressed that, "it was their ideas and they 
bought into it and they worked together" (BJ/I4/45). In- 
depth studies were seen as another opportunity for children 
to have input into the curriculum. The primary teacher, 
Roberta, discussed how she structured certain steps in a 
project and then also built in occasions for these older 
children to include their own ideas: "within that context 
they could decide what they wanted to share and how they 
wanted to share it" (RA/I1/573). Roberta valued children’s 
input and the discussion it provoked as "an opportunity for 
exploring how you come to consensus on a particular idea." 
Gretchen felt that opportunities for child input into 
curriculum were important to learning "because the kids will 
be much more engaged with what we are doing (GS/I2/551) (see 
also RA/I1/1163). Betty echoed this view when asked to 
respond to a video-observation of a group making a papier- 
mache volcano in the kindergarten. Noting the routine nature 
of the task and the children’s unrelated social 
conversation, Betty offered these comments: 
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That was kind of an unusual thing for us to be 
doing actually because it wasn’t exactly a creative 
art activity. There wasn’t any input from the kids 
as to how it was to be done. There wasn’t any 
decision-making about what it would look like 
particularly... (BJ/V1/1374) 
This activity was contrasted with similar projects in which 
the children contributed more extensively and therefore 
tended to be more intensely absorbed, such as in the writing 
of plays (BJ/I4/74). Finally, Mary repeatedly talked about 
each child’s "personal investment” in a topic as being 
critical to the success of collaborative work. Consider 
these comments: 
Mary: It tends, when it’s a group project, to be 
something that we’ve taken from the kids’ interest. 
Interviewer: You mentioned that that was why they 
were so involved in yesterday’s [group meeting] on 
pirates. 
Mary: Right, because they are really into pirate 
play. And last year they were really into Space and 
so we did a whole curriculum on "Space.” I find 
that their personal investment in group projects 
and group discussions like that is much greater 
when it’s something that they really feel connected 
with. (MS/13/377-410) (see also MS/V2/642, 821, 
1261; MD/V2/608) 
Mary argued that with the ideas coming from the children 
("their own agenda" rather than the teachers’) "it grabs 
peer interest and creates a collaborative climate.... there’s 
going to be more of an opportunity for other kids to find an 
entry point into it" (MS/V2/1261). During the video- 
reflective interview, this team talked at length about 
spontaneous projects that emerge from individual children’s 
ideas and then become "shared" throughout the group. In 
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part, this importance placed on child-initiated projects 
also lies in the freedom from adult constraint that they 
offer, a topic to be pursued in the theme "Freedom and 
Structure." 
Finally, input can also come in the form of feedback 
directed at a community member’s ideas, product, even 
person, rather than at the curriculum that is shared by all. 
Feedback immediately raises the dual issues of ownership and 
boundaries. Roberta argued that "in the individual projects 
there is more a sense of ownership" and thus feedback from 
others can be accepted or rejected by the owner. Sometimes 
individual work proceeds within a group context and 
boundaries are less definitive. Consider Roberta’s 
description of feedback that occurred within an in-depth 
study: 
This past semester we studied the culture of 
Indians, and there were certain things the children 
worked on their own and were their own projects, 
however, even in these situations they worked at 
the tables in groups, and there’s a lot of give and 
take. There’s a lot going back and forth and the 
teachers will model a lot of this because very 
often a teacher will be doing a similar sort of 
project. They might lean over and say "Oh how did 
you get that to do that over there?" and modeling 
that kind of questioning and answering so that the 
children will do it with each other. But, the end 
result is something they own themselves and take 
away with them, and that is something that tends to 
happen a lot. (RA/I1) 
When she plans for a common goal in a project, Roberta felt 
that the process of feedback changes because each child can 
claim ownership because of his or her input into the 
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project. As a result, boundaries must widen to accommodate 
attempts at negotiation. 
...it needs to all happen, and there needs to be 
cooperation, they have to work it out more clearly. 
[Someone] might say "Yeah, well I don’t want to do 
that!" but the other person might say "I think it 
would look better _." So I think the negotiation 
and collaboration has to go further than when they 
are working with something that is just their own. 
(RA/I1/134) 
In working with these older children, Roberta felt that it 
was possible to plan group projects that required that 
children negotiate feedback. She and other teachers 
emphasized the teacher’s role as a model of appropriate 
feedback in these and spontaneously arising situations 
(GS/I2/298; RA/I1/19). Mary reported that her teams sees 
children "picking up on" the model they provide and even 
"sort of defending other kids in the classroom when somebody 
else will try to criticize" (MS/13/158). Moreover, Roberta 
also structured situations where giving feedback "is the 
order of the day." For instance, twice a week her group held 
an "authors circle" in which individuals shared their 
personal writing with the rest of the group. Feedback is 
invited within ground rules that require that comments and 
questions are both specific and constructive. Roberta felt 
that this kind of experience transferred into the children’s 
everyday approach to feedback: "As the year goes on the 
comments tend to be more supportive or helpful" (RA/I1/250). 
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Betty saw this process of structured feedback beginning 
in the kindergarten within meetings in which children shared 
objects from home or stories and pictures they had created. 
In her group the feedback was not "the kind of sophisticated 
comments that maybe you could develop in kids." Like 
Roberta, she felt that teachers had an important role to 
play as models of constructive, supportive feedback. She 
added "It’s my goal to help children to - think more deeply 
about their comments as they listen to other children’s 
stories and other children’s work" (BJ/I4/328-403). 
The head teachers also reported plenty of informal 
commenting between children during the course of their play. 
In the kindergarten Betty talked about the extensive back 
and forth commenting by children about each other’s work 
when they painted side-by-side (BJ/V1/912). For the 
preschoolers, the comments were seen to be more 
interpersonal and emotively charged than the product- 
orientated feedback of their older counterparts. Gretchen 
responded in the following way when asked about whether she 
saw her preschool children commenting on each other’s work: 
Gretchen: Oh they will often say "This is 
beautiful" or "You did a good job." 
Interviewer: So they praise each other? 
Gretchen: They praise each other. I think only if 
they are in a bad mood or already mad with that 
person would they say something like "Oh, that’s 
yukky!" You know, it would be an expression of 
their feeling toward the child rather than a 
reaction to the work the child was doing. 
(GS/I2/253) 
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These "negative” comments were clearly a concern to the head 
teachers. The kind of specific, product-orientated feedback 
that was developed within structured activities (mostly for 
the older children) appeared to be valued over the more 
emotionally reactive comments that were seen as reflections 
of the speaker and her or his relationship with the subject 
of their attention. Roberta affirmed this view: 
Initially it starts out with both positive and 
negative comments. People might be sitting at a 
table, and this is something that happened more 
often when I was working with younger children, and 
somebody might say "Oh that’s scribble!" and really 
putting down what they see someone else doing. 
Either because that seems to be a need of their own 
or because they have a certain personal 
relationship with that person that warrants that 
sort of interaction [smiles]. 
The concern of these teachers about negative input can be 
viewed as a reflection of their image of a caring community 
that is accommodating of individual differences. For 
instance, Betty was pleased that she presently had "a 
particularly nice group of children who are thoughtful of 
one another’s feelings" (BJ/I4/264). She added, "We work 
with children a lot about thinking about each other and 
putting yourself in another person’s place." This sometimes 
occurred within group discussions and role-playing. In the 
Green nursery, Mary modeled and stressed the idea of 
individual differences, that is, that children should be 
accepting of many ways of doing the same thing. 
I think that probably the negative side of 
[children commenting on each other’s work], from my 
perspective, is kids commenting negatively on each 
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other’s work "So-and-so scribbles!" Trying to help 
the kids see the positive sides of children’s work 
by commenting on "Everyone has their own style, and 
so-and-so is just learning to draw," (MS/13/158) 
As with any input the teachers again consider the issues of 
ownership and boundary in deciding what is acceptable within 
the community. While each individual has the right to offer 
her or his input into how the social and intellectual 
curriculum of the classroom should proceed, the limits are 
drawn when personal boundaries are threatened. These 
boundaries include respect for the child’s inherent 
ownership of individual projects and the boundaries that 
protect personal feelings and sense of self-esteem and 
competence. Again, these teachers emphasized the teachers 
role in acting as a model of what is appropriate in this 
community. 
Group Discussion 
While the concepts of "input" and feedback stress the 
one-way flow of ideas and comments, the Common School 
teachers equally value avenues to share and negotiate these 
ideas and comments. Beyond the ongoing interpersonal 
transactions that occurred as part of daily classroom life, 
group problem-solving discussions were a key context for 
this kind of community discourse. Discussion concerned both 
the social and intellectual curriculum of the community. 
Almost seven years ago, one of the present upper primary 
teachers at the Common School confirmed this approach at a 
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parent meeting: "Building a community means resolving 
problems and exploring issues of concern through discussion 
as a group" (The Common School Newsletter, December, 1985, 
p. 9 ) . 
The in-depth studies that shape the curriculum of the 
Common School, particularly for the older children, lead to 
frequent opportunities for children to share and negotiate 
input in a group context. Roberta described the work of 
small groups who were assigned tasks as part of a larger 
classroom project. 
...there were all sorts of things that happened. 
First of all, deciding what the mode of 
presentation should be. Whether it should be a play 
or a paper doll, should we go to the zoo -- and 
working through all those ideas and questions and 
looking at the practicality in terms of the amount 
of time we had and resources. You could look at 
that as an obstacle, the fact that they couldn’t 
agree, but you could also look at it as an 
opportunity for exploring how you come to consensus 
on a particular idea. (RA/I1/606) 
Asked about the kinds of group projects she supported 
and facilitated in the kindergarten, Betty included these 
comments in her response. Like Roberta, she refers to the 
role of in-depth studies in pooling individual perspectives 
for discussion: 
I think, thinking together and problem-solving 
together which we do a lot of. Having children at 
the beginning of our "Insect" study - we went 
around and asked everybody what they wanted to get 
out of it and then later on we went back and tried 
to answer the questions and solve the problem of 
have we found out the answer and if we haven’t did 
we have good guesses or ways we could - and we 
discussed together and it’s really interesting. 
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Questions like "Why do butterflies have wings and 
humans have toes? [laughs]. (BJ/I4/574) 
Clearly, as the groups became younger, the group 
discussions became less focused on cognitive conflict and 
interpersonal negotiation and more concerned with simply 
bringing individual ideas into the community arena. Mary 
argued that group meetings were probably the most frequent 
venue for activities intended to promote the child’s sense 
of membership in the classroom community. These activities 
included holding "discussions where each child has a chance 
to give some input and we have a chance to comment" 
(MS/13/578). Mary discussed the ways in which she structured 
occasions for children to bring their voice into her nursery 
program. She described the process of brain-storming in 
group meeting as an opportunity for children "to give some 
input" into a theme or project that was being developed 
(MS/13/337) (see also MS/13/438, 578; GS/I2/1114). For 
instance, I observed a group discussion about the features 
the children would like to have included into a pirate ship 
to be constructed in the dramatic-play area. Children were 
invited to comment on each other’s ideas. 
On another occasion the children offered their views 
about what needed to be fixed in the playground during the 
upcoming children’s work-day; Mary seriously jotted down 
their suggestions and at times asked other group members for 
their opinion of these thoughts. After watching a video- 
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observation of this group discussion, the teaching team 
members all agreed that they value the comments, 
suggestions, and ideas that children "pipe up with" during 
meeting times. They felt that these comments are often 
spontaneous tangents in the discussion that they see as 
important to pursue and discuss (MS, J, MD/V2/1168). Again, 
there were limitations to the complexity of preschool 
discussions. In reference to the clean-up day, Max reported 
that a committee was set up amongst the older children to 
formally plan out the day. This "planning phase" involved 
children five years and up. Max argued that this seemed the 
limit "because the committee is dealing with abstract stuff 
and sitting there and planing. There just isn’t the kind of 
immediacy there" (MSe/I5/390) that preschoolers need. He 
felt that the preschoolers contributions were more often 
"contained in classrooms" in the form of the brain-storming 
sessions described by Mary earlier. 
More frequently, though, these preschoolers were 
invited to have input into problem-solving meetings 
concerned with social issues in the classroom, such as 
chasing, avoiding clean-up, or peer pressure. For instance, 
Mary held a discussion with her group as a way to help a 
child feel less pressure to conform to gender stereotypes 
(MS/V2/392). In her opening comments Gretchen identified 
"getting along with other people and working together" as a 
central aim of her classroom. She described group discussion 
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in her nursery classroom as one way of working on this 
social objective. 
...so we do a lot of problem-solving together. For 
instance, on Friday we had a discussion on 'What 
can we do so we don’t make the play-house so messy 
that we’re not able to clean it up anymore?’ and 
then we let the children speak on that subject 
matter and we try to use their suggestions, if they 
have any that we can agree on. So we talk about it 
and what we came to on Friday was that we will only 
have four children there for a little while and see 
if that makes it any better. It’s not a finished 
discussion of the problem, there will be discussion 
of this for the next six weeks [laughs] -- that 
happened last year too, with different solutions!! 
( GS/12/76) 
Of course, the older children also engaged in group 
discussions regarding social issues in the classroom. This 
was seen as particularly important at the beginning of the 
year when group relationships are new. As Betty put it: "I 
think it’s the new group coming together where they don’t 
know one another yet" (BJ/I4/507). After viewing a video¬ 
observation of a conflict in their classroom, Betty and 
Eleanor talked about how they role-played situations 
concerning exclusion at lunch and in the playground. They 
invited children to come up with solutions: 
And out of that came the idea that you can say to 
[someone you don’t want to sit next to] that "You 
don’t want to sit next to them today" or "You are 
sitting next to someone else today, but you would 
be glad to play with them another time" and they 
use that a lot. Sometimes too much [smiles]. 
(BJ/V1/558 ) 
In all, while the teachers felt it important that 
children resolve social problems independent of teacher 
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intervention (an issue discussed further in the theme 
"Freedom and Structure"), it is clear that they valued a 
group venue for discussing issues that influenced the entire 
community. This discussion involved opportunities for 
sharing one’s perspective and for guided negotiation of 
solutions. Likewise, teachers acknowledged and facilitated 
the free flow of ideas that occurred within children’s 
independent play in small groups. This child-initiated play 
is highly valued as naturalistic opportunities for 
cooperative negotiation and problem-solving. Even so, these 
teachers again see the need for a structured group venue for 
pooling, considering, and making decisions about both 
teachers’ and children’s ideas for the planned curriculum of 
activities, events, and in-depth studies. 
Summary 
These teachers maintained their focus on individuality 
within their desire to build community by valuing the ways 
in which children can contribute to their community. In 
essence, the community represents a collage of these 
individuals’ expertise, interests, ideas, and personalities. 
Children are encouraged to see their peers as resources to 
their own learning. Each child’s profile of strengths and 
weaknesses is mutual community knowledge which in turn acts 
to cement an interdependence between autonomous actors. 
The Common School teachers clearly value the input of 
children into the social and intellectual curriculum of the 
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classroom. This input enables each child to feel a sense of 
ownership of and investment in the content and direction of 
community life, in essence, a participatory democracy with 
rights and responsibilities. When input is not invited 
children will be less invested in the public life of the 
classroom. The issue of "ownership," over both products and 
personal actions, is important in considering the limits on 
input and negotiation within the classroom. Moreover, the 
teachers’ image of a caring community requires that children 
consider the impact of their input (in form of feedback) on 
the feelings of others. Younger children are felt to be less 
sophisticated and articulate in the kinds of feedback they 
can offer their peers. Teachers play a role in modeling 
appropriate ways to comment on others’ work and conduct 
discussions. Finally, group discussions are seen to provide 
a suitable group venue for sharing and negotiating ideas 
that concern issues of mutual interest amongst the members 
of the classroom. 
Theme Three: Learning the Ropes 
Introduction 
Integral to the Common School image of an inclusive and 
democratic community are certain structures intended to 
transmit and support this culture within each classroom and 
across the school. The children’s active participation in 
the identity of their community means that they have a 
179 
critical role in passing along these cultural "parameters." 
The metaphor of children knowing and learning "the ropes," 
used by two of the teachers, provides an economical and 
expressive package for this idea. 
The Common School has particularly sought to use 
interaction across the age-range at the school as a vehicle 
for creating a vision of a community with both a past and a 
future. First, each of the classrooms include a population 
with ages spanning at least two years. This mixed-age 
arrangement means that most children eventually experience a 
second year in the same classroom with the same teacher. In 
addition, children from all of the classrooms, including the 
oldest primary children, have opportunities to interact with 
and experience other age-groups and their classrooms (see 
the Design chapter for a more detailed description). During 
a member check discussion, the Director, Max, suggested that 
"the structure in this school for encouraging cross-age 
interaction" was a critical feature of the Common School 
(MSe/V4). 
In this theme, I begin by examining the teachers’ image 
that classroom community consists of rules, experiences, and 
roles that must be transmitted to those who newly join. My 
analysis then moves to a more focused examination of the 
teachers’ perceptions of the roles of expert and novice, 
that are contained within mixed-age communities, and the 
time needed for novices to grow as confident members of the 
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group. Finally, I show how the teachers view cross-age 
interaction between classrooms as an avenue for the younger 
children to reach out into the larger and more complex world 
of the entire school. 
Transmitting Culture 
It is clear that children have a critical role in 
communicating the nature of their community to those who 
join them in the classroom. Each child’s individual 
"investment in" and "ownership of" the community makes this 
possible, indeed unavoidable. Roberta offered this image of 
the process: 
One of the reasons why I enjoy [mixed-age] 
groupings as opposed to graded classrooms is 
because I’m not the only one who has a vision of 
what the community is. There’s a continuity there 
because every year there are children who have been 
in the classroom the year before and who have 
helped adopt and maybe revise, maybe create new 
rules, and they are the carriers of that 
information to the new members just as much as I am 
as an adult, and so that’s really nice. At the 
beginning of the year we do a lot of sharing about 
what we have established as the parameters of our 
community, what new members need to know. 
(RA/I1/816). 
These comments raise key 
community culture. First 
aspects of 
Roberta’s 
the transmission of 
image of a "vision" 





and future aspirations of their classroom community, 
while there are "parameters" which the new members 
know in order to initially "function" securely as 
the group, they also will have a role in negotiating 
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change within their community. The image is one of a 
community that eventually reflects the contributions of new 
members, not one that is imposed and static. When Roberta 
was asked to contrast community with the idea of conformity 
she noted: "I see community as more active and ongoing -- 
constantly changing, and I see conformity as more stagnant 
and sort of just there" (RA/I1/1224). Even so, the role 
assumed by the veterans in Roberta’s group is critical, 
particularly at the beginning of the year: 
There are six, seven, and eight year-olds. So that 
also changes the dynamics because the older 
children know the ropes and are very often called 
upon to help the new fledglings that are coming in 
and sort of show them what to do and how to do it. 
(RA/I1/63) 
Roberta’s metaphor of "fledglings," young birds who have 
recently acquired their wings but are inexperienced in 
flight, nicely expresses her image of the entering children. 
Rather than the community being a void (or one determined 
solely by the teacher), new entrants discover a supportive 
framework within which they can exercise considerable 
freedom, initiative, and opportunities for flight. This 
aspect is explored further in the sub-theme of "Veteran and 
Novice.” 
Similar to Roberta’s concept of a "vision," Gretchen 
talked about the older veterans’ image of community (and 
their role in it) that they take with them into the new 
year. When asked to comment on the effects of mixed-aged 
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groupings on community-building her response confirmed the 
value teachers place on the veterans’ role. 
Well, it helps a lot because those kids have real 
expectations of how they are going to be, that they 
are going to be big, that they are going to know 
things that they are going to be asked. I mean we 
make a fuss over them to some extent. We’ll say at 
the beginning particularly, "So-and-so knows a lot 
about this and can show us" and give that kind of 
status. We’ve had to do a lot of this this year 
because the little kids we kept, four of them, are 
unusually young "old kids" and unusually 
unassertive. So we have made more fuss over this 
than we might have to do in other years when they 
can’t wait to be the big kids. (GS/I2/1184) 
Like Gretchen, Mary shared this understanding of the 
importance of children being part of the "orientation" of 
the novices to the community. Her comments came as part of 
the Common School teachers’ response to the conduct of a 
group meeting at a school in Pistoia, Italy. Their 
discussion centered around the expectations the teachers 
have for children to listen and participate in group-times. 
Mary partly relied on the veterans to model and communicate 
the rules of the community in meetings and in other 
contexts. 
I use the older kids in the class a lot as models, 
particularly at the beginning of the year to help - 
orientate the rest of the group to what the 
expectations are. Like I’ll say, "Who can explain 
what we do at 'sharing’?" and then - the other 
kids, the pros, the experienced kids, will fill out 
the blanks that the other child left out and sort 
of partly to give the returning kids sort of a 
sense of ownership and responsibility and also to 
cue in the kids who are new. And like for May-Day 
[a school-wide annual celebration], "Who remembers 
what we do on May-Day?" (MS/V5/2773) 
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The culture, values, or "ropes" of the community 
included: agreed upon rules or limits, a storehouse of 
experiences and memories, ways of interacting and going 
about your work, and also the unique perceptions of the 
children themselves. With regard to rules, Roberta noted 
that "the older children have been through that [and] will 
remind other people" (RA/I1/274). Even so, "modeling" an 
appreciation of the rules of the classroom is not always 
what the veterans do best, often varying according to the 
dynamics of each group of children. During the same 
discussion inspired by the video of a Pistoia group-time, 
Betty was less complimentary about the modeling of the 
veterans in her kindergarten class: 
Well I think that there are ways that they do 
[model] and ways that they don’t. Certainly this 
particular group...are not as good a listeners as 
many of the younger children. They get very 
absorbed in their own interactions and think of 
that more than they do of the group. (BJ/V5/2678) 
While the veterans didn’t necessarily support the rules of 
the classroom, Betty suggested that they do act as an 
inspiration to the younger children through their model of 
sustained effort in activity and products - another 
important value in the classroom community. 
Roberta suggested that the transmission of community 
went beyond rules and procedures to include the children’s 
perspective on classroom life. 
...it’s all the little, you know [laughs] - It’s 
what you get to do that is different that you 
didn’t get to do in KP [kindergarten], or what all 
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of a sudden you can’t do because you’re bigger and 
older [laughs]. A lot of it is their own -- a rite 
of passage that I’m not even aware of that’s very 
interesting. Especially people who have siblings. 
The older brother or sister will either be helpful 
[laughs] or maybe not so, "When you get to Primary 
you’re going to have to do.." or in a very excited 
way "When you get to Primary you get to _!" 
(RA/I1/837) 
Mixed-age groupings help to sustain a sense of history 
in the community when veterans are able to talk about and 
share their experience of ongoing traditions, rules, and 
events in their classroom and school. On the other hand, 
cross-age interactions, notably "visiting" in another 
classroom during morning choice-time, provide opportunities 
for children to revisit past experience or conversely gain a 
vision of future possibilities - "the whole picture." In a 
discussion that followed a video-observation of an older boy 
"winging" in her nursery classroom, Gretchen offered these 
thoughts: 
And many of [the older children] relate very much 
to the nurseries because they say, "This is where 
we came from. This is where we started. We were 
here before." And so it gives them a sense of their 
stay here, the whole picture. I think it’s 
important to community building in the sense that 
it’s not - we talk about it - we do it - but it’s 
not really exploited. (GS/V3/118) 
The future vision that the younger children have of their 
life in the school community is also concretely contained in 
opportunities to observe and incorporate the activities of 
the older children. For instance, children might show and 
talk about a product they made in an older classroom during 
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group-meeting. Gretchen gave an example of how activities 
conducted by the older children are appropriated by the 
younger nursery children as a result of cross-age 
interactions. Again responding to a video-observation from 
her classroom, Gretchen talked about the evolution of 
"survey-taking," which acted as an important way for 
children to make social connections throughout the school: 
It comes from the older children who really do it 
for math. And so they were doing it for years and 
years and they would come in here and ask [their 
survey questions] and go back and use the 
information. And so our children just do it, really 
copy it. And at one level they understand it. 
(GS/V3/426) 
Beyond interaction across the age-groups, the various 
structures that the Common School has developed to support a 
sense of history are further discussed in the following 
theme of "Freedom and Structure." 
Veteran and Novice 
Beyond the importance of transmitting culture, mixed- 
age classrooms were seen to provide children with the 
opportunity to experience different roles within their 
community. Max, the Director of the school, articulated this 
view in the following defense of the school’s support of 
cross-age interaction during his 1990 Annual Address: 
We group children in mixed age classrooms to give 
them chances to experience different standings 
within a groups. We expect them to stretch and 
accommodate to differences and developmental levels 
in working collaboratively on projects, research, 
and other school activities. (The Common School 
Newsletter. April 1990, p. 1) 
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These different standings involve the opportunity to begin 
as a novice (or "fledgling") who has much to learn about the 
community, and then the next year to assume the 
responsibilities and joys of acting as a veteran, a guide or 
"pro" to the new novices (see also BJ/I4/964, 1110). In 
response to a question about the dynamics of a group shown 
in a video-observation from the kindergarten, this team 
discussed the role of a child in his second year in their 
group. Betty talked about the effects on a child identified 
as immature of being placed in the "mentor" role. 
...he also seems to benefit from being a leader and 
that was one of our thoughts, if he could be one of 
the older children and a leader that would help him 
be more stable and consistent with his behavior. 
And it’s really worked for him for the most part. 
He usually takes a lot of responsibility for any 
kind of discussion that goes on in the group. He’s 
really very clear about what he thinks might happen 
and what would be beneficial for everybody. He 
doesn’t always make sense, but he takes his role as 
a mentor for the class rather seriously. And gives 
it a good try. (BJ/V1/1138) 
The perception of different roles in the classroom was 
also born out in the responses of the Green nursery team to 
a video-observation of fantasy play in their block area. One 
of the children was clearly directing much of the play; as 
Mary put it: "orchestrating the whole thing" (MS/V2/228). 
Mary emphasized that her team sees the need for a leader in 
a peer group "to pull the focus together." She went on to 
talk about the importance of mixed-age groupings in this 
regard: 
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She happens to be the third oldest kid in the room 
and was in here last year. One of the little girls 
who was just watching the whole time was just a new 
child in the class who next year will be one of the 
oldest and I’m sure will take on more of a 
leadership role next year. We really value having 
the two year nursery classrooms for that reason. It 
gives kids a chance to alternate between being a 
leader and the follower. (MS/V2/262) 
A video-observation of the same peer group later at 
snack-time provoked one of the associate teachers, June, to 
comment further on the dynamics of their play. Her comments 
detail the growth that the teachers see in the children 
during their time in the nursery; the time that it takes 
these young children to become true "pros” in their 
classroom: 
One thing that struck me about looking at that was 
what I had thought of while I was watching the 
other scene where they were all sitting around 
playing, was that it stresses that a two-year 
program, with the children coming to us and we have 
them for two years, is - I can see a very great 
difference in the children from those that came in 
and just spend one year with us and then go on to 
kindergarten. Because in both - in that one there 
was one child who was sitting there who is new to 
us this year who was sitting through the entire 
conversation, not being involved in the give and 
take. (J/V2/309) 
Maureen, the other associate teacher, joined the 
conversation and invoked the metaphor of "ownership" as a 
way of affirming the children’s gradual progress toward 
veteran status in the classroom. 
I see a big difference in the children. It takes 
them almost a year to become part of the room and 
to take ownership of it and then in the second year 
you can see a big difference in the way they 
approach things. (MD/V2/338) 
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Finally, the teachers were asked: "[Does] the new girl gets 
anything out of being a part of that group with the other 
children interacting so effectively?" Mary, the head 
teacher, offered these thoughts expressing her value of the 
novice role. The other members of her team were in complete 
agreement. 
Yes, she’s sort of learning the ropes, so to speak, 
of what the interactions are like, what the 
expectations are, and she now, as Maureen said, is 
likely to start more chatting conversations like 
that herself. I think you’re really learning about 
the place and who the other people are. In November 
we were only in session for two months and the 
other kids had a whole year to build relationships. 
(MS/V2/347) (see also MD/V2/1898) 
Clearly, the Common School teachers’ support of mixed- 
age groupings is related, in part, to their perception of 
community-building as a gradual and cumulative process. It 
takes time to develop relationships, to learn the ropes, to 
grow in confidence, to become a fully fledged member of the 
community. Gretchen referred to her new group as a "pretend 
group," beginning to create what she called a "working 
together atmosphere" (GS/I2/1155). Teachers also talked 
about the depth of relationships that form between teachers, 
children, and parents over the course of their two years 
together (MD, MS/V2/1616; GS/V3/1100). Gretchen felt that 
because they get to know the children during their first 
year, the teachers have "a whole other level from which we 
can start [in the second year]" (GS/I2/1215). 
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Finally, the importance of children having enough time 
to develop confidence within the group was also emphasized. 
Mary offered the following comments in response to a video¬ 
observation of a child dictating a story in front of her 
entire group. 
This tends to be another example where the kids in 
their first year in the nursery tend to be a little 
more tentative about it. It’s sort of like Public 
Speaking 101 [laughter] or something. And then the 
second year around they’re much more experienced 
and comfortable functioning as a member of the 
group in front of people. (MS/V2/1562) 
This issue of developing confidence is also a critical 
aspect of attempts to support the children’s adventures into 
the wider community that exists at the Common School. 
Reaching Out 
Being part of a large school which stretches to include 
children as old as 12 years-of-age, offers the younger 
preschoolers an entrance into a rich community life with a 
long history and considerable resources. Mary noted that 
"the community at the Common School is a real special place 
for them" (MS/13/662). Likewise, Gretchen volunteered this 
perception of the wider school community: "The school is 
wonderful. It’s the easiest thing to do here to connect the 
children to the rest of the school" (GS/I2/901). These, and 
other teachers detailed the many avenues for building 
connections across the school age range: visiting and 
"winging" in other classrooms; whole school celebrations, 
such as May-day and Halloween; weekly "sings"; and survey- 
190 
taking (all described in the Design chapter) (MS/13/673; 
GS/I2/904; RA/I1/891; J, M, S/V2/1127). 
Some teachers talked about the valuable relationships 
that are built through these structures. Gretchen reported 
that her children know many of the older children and their 
teachers by name. Related to this, Gretchen and associate 
teacher Polly talked about the advantages of older children 
"winging" in their classroom. The teachers’ responses came 
after viewing a video-observation of an older child 
assisting a preschooler with an activity in their classroom. 
Gretchen: ...he comes from another classroom that 
these kids would never have access to otherwise. 
Since they get to know some of the children quite 
well then they can relate to them outside or even 
go to their classroom and talk to them or have a 
survey or whatever. 
Polly: Or if they meet out on the playground there 
is a common ground "Oh, I know you. You were in my 
class," not just someone they bumped into, it’s 
actually Wally, someone they can talk to. It’s 
really very nice. 
While the opportunities for cross-age interaction are 
many and varied, the teachers also saw difficulties for some 
of the younger children in this process of venturing out. 
Mary offered these thoughts when asked about difficulties in 
connecting children to the wider community: 
Not with the Common School community, no I think, 
other than overcoming individual children’s 
shyness. You know, being a little three year-old in 
this huge place can sometimes be intimidating, but, 
we pretty much let the children pace themselves 
about how much they are ready to venture out into 
the rest of the school. (MS/13/683) 
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Betty and Eleanor likewise identified the "courage" 
necessary for the kindergarten children to visit and join in 
with the activity of an older classroom: "It’s a big 
adventure for them. Very few children do it" (BJ/V1/721). 
Their comments came after watching a video-observation of 
one of their children showing the group a craft project he 
had completed while visiting a primary group. Betty felt 
that venturing alone, across to the separate building that 
houses the older grades, poses a considerable challenge 
"even [for] the bravest of them." Like the other early 
childhood teachers, Betty saw the survey-taking activity as 
one of the most successful bridges into the older grades: 
"Because they’re with another child and they have something 
that they’re doing, that they are focused on" (BJ/V1/771). 
In all, Betty concluded that, "We probably, as a school, 
should do more to bridge this gap and have kids feel more 
comfortable with going to these other classrooms" 
(BJ/V1/764). 
Gretchen also agreed that "it’s somewhat difficult to 
be the smallest children in the school," noting that it can 
be "overwhelming," even potentially scary, to be amongst the 
much bigger children in the school. Like the other early 
childhood teachers, she and her team members felt that 
survey-taking gave children "a key to go anywhere in the 
place" (GS/I2/901). Likewise, Polly saw the practice as "a 
wonderful way to connect with the rest of the school" 
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(H/V3/342). The concern that the school needed to put more 
effort into "exploiting" the potential of cross-age 
interactions was again raised. Gretchen had this to say: 
"[Cross-age interaction is] a very important part of the 
curriculum. We don’t really do enough of it" (GS/V3/103). 
Both Gretchen and Betty recognized the need to establish 
more regular lines of communication between the teachers 
about the nature of the cross-age interactions they see in 
their classrooms. 
Finally, the teachers were asked about the nature of 
the children’s connection to communities beyond the school. 
While the families were certainly seen as an integral part 
of the Common School community, teachers were less satisfied 
with the ties that existed to the local neighborhood and 
town. Noting that the school is "a real special place" for 
her preschoolers, Mary continued with these comments: "We 
don’t really go into the community at large except for the 
occasional field trip" (MS/13/662). Roberta affirmed this 
view in her initial interview and suggested that the older 
grades tend to "skip" to the level of cultural community: 
We’ve almost sort of skipped that [community at 
large] and go to the even larger ripple [of 
cultural studies]....This year I always wanted to 
do something that was a lot more local, and this is 
only the third year I’ve been teaching the Primary 
class, so we’re going to do the Native Americans of 
the Connecticut River Valley. I want them to learn 
about people who stood in the same place that 
they’ve stood in as a way of looking at our 
immediate community, albeit through the eyes of a 
different culture, but actually moving out into the 
community and going places, local places, and 
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examining what’s there. So I’m still exploring that 
ripple, because I think that that one is important 
and I’m just beginning to reach out to it. 
(RA/11/906) 
Betty took more of an outsider’s view on this issue, 
reflecting on her previous experience in a Quaker school 
that actively pursued the goal of helping children to relate 
to wider communities. She talked of involving children in 
packing clothes and toys for an earthquake relief program, 
in working in a soup kitchen, and in intensive peace 
studies. Turning to the Common School, she talked about the 
emphasis on cultural studies, such as the one on Indonesia 
that she was conducting in her kindergarten room: 
This school is different in that they have this 
wonderful core program where their belief is that 
the studies children do enable them to understand 
the world because they’re learning about other 
people and learning to be tolerant of other 
peoples’ beliefs, respect them, and I buy into 
that, I think that’s great. (BJ/I4/981) 
Noting that the Common School faculty had met recently to 
talk about the issue of connecting children with wider 
communities, Betty expressed the belief that "I also think 
that there’s more that you can do." On her own initiative 
she had involved her children in creating posters for a 
homeless women’s shelter that she was associated with. Betty 
added that she was very nervous about the project because it 
was something that was usually not done at the Common 
School. In her discussions with the children about the 
problem of homelessness, she said she acknowledged the 
194 
"sadness" of the issue. She also felt that "there was 
something they could do about it, which I think is a key 
thing for children if you’re asking them to think about a 
problem out in the world." In all, Betty argued that there 
was a great deal of potential for helping "children to be 
aware of the needs of others in the world, without making 
them feel sad about it, or without making them feel that 
they’re Lady Bountiful." She added: "The important thing is 
to relate the issue at their own level and avoid burdening 
them with the world’s ills in a way that might lead to a 
sense of discouragement" (BJ/I4/1005 ) . 
Summary 
These teachers’ shared images of community include 
structures for transmitting the classroom culture from one 
year to the next. This culture is viewed as consisting of 
rules and expectations for behavior, ways of interacting and 
establishing relationships, and a storehouse of memories and 
experiences. The children’s individual "ownership of" or 
"voice in" this culture means that they have a key role in 
the process of transmission. The mixed-age classrooms and 
opportunities for interaction across the age-range support 
the dual roles of veteran (expert, pro) and novice 
(fledgling). While the veterans act as models and holders of 
information about the parameters of the classroom community, 
the novices gradually grow to acquire the confidence and 
experience necessary to contribute to the ongoing process of 
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change in the identity, values, and practices of their 
community. Both creating a community and becoming a member 
of that community takes considerable time. The beginning of 
the year was identified by the teachers as a particularly 
critical period in the establishment of community relations. 
Interaction across age levels, within the classroom and 
throughout the school, acts to establish a sense of 
community reaching back into the past and stretching forward 
into the future. Attempts to support the younger children to 
venture out into the wider school community relate to the 
teachers’ image (and hope) of an inclusive and historically- 
grounded community. Teachers talked about the need to 
improve communications between teachers about these 
interactions across age-groups. Finally, teachers also 
identified the need to promote stronger connections between 
the strong school-wide community at the Common School and 
the next "ripple out" of the surrounding neighborhood 
community. 
In all, cross-age interaction is one of a number of 
structures of community-building that act in concert with 
(and as balance to) central values underlying the Common 
School approach to education, namely: freedom, choice, 
autonomy, and individualism. The next and final theme 
establishes the Common School teachers’ image of these 
values and how they interact with and impact the pursuit of 
community. 
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Theme Four: Freedom and Structure 
Introduction 
The value of freedom guides the Common School teachers’ 
image of community. Not only does this value play a role in 
the teachers’ resolution of the meaning of community, but it 
likewise presents dilemmas that they must confront in their 
discourse and practice. Freedom, choice, and autonomy are 
key to the teachers’ focus on the individuality of each 
child and their mission to release and promote this 
creativity and uniqueness (BJ/Vl/1374). Children should 
"feel that everybody can do anything" in their community, 
free from pressures to conform (BJ/I4/876). Consider part of 
Roberta’s definition of collaborative learning: "...it’s the 
freedom and license to be able to seek out a variety of 
resources in order to move forward and meet one’s goals and 
complete a task" (RA/I1/709). 
The teachers’ image of freedom does not focus on 
separation from others, but rather, that children should be 
able to function independently from adults as a contributing 
member of the peer group. At the completion of the Blue 
nursery team’s video-reflective interview, Gretchen 
emphasized this point: "I do really believe that the kids 
who are able to interact with each other are going to be 
much more free... growing up to their own potential really" 
(GS/V3/2378). The teacher’s role in this regard involves 
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facilitation in the following ways: setting up the 
environment, modeling ways of interacting and learning, 
negotiating conflict resolution, and entrusting children 
with time and space free from adult intervention (RA/I1/96, 
234, 518, 1104; GS/I2/127, 298, 327). 
The importance that teachers place on children’s 
independence from adults was affirmed by their responses to 
a video-observation from Reggio Emilia, Italy. In these 
scenes, kindergarten children are seen setting tables for 
lunch and arranging beds in a nap-room, all free of any 
adult intervention. Betty excitedly offered these thoughts: 
I think that it is really inspirational to see this 
last [video] tape in particular, where children are 
working together so wonderfully without the teacher 
being around. I think we would all like -- part of 
our sense of helping children work for independence 
is that this sort of thing can happen. We may not 
give it as many opportunities to happen as they do. 
I think myself that there is a lot there for 
myself. I can learn from that. (BJ/V4/2630) 
In talking about obstacles to collaborative projects, 
Betty expressed concerns over "children that can’t 
sustain... independent effort without adult supervision" 
(BJ/I4/170). Betty felt that at the beginning of the year 
there was usually three or four children who didn’t yet 
"understand that they are capable of being on their own and 
that somebody trusts that they are going to be able to take 
care of themselves." Similarly, Gretchen talked about 
children in the nursery who begin the year very dependent on 
adult attention and help and as a result "are the hardest to 
198 
engage in the group" (GS/I2/1126; BJ/V1/97; MS/V2/201). When 
Betty was asked what she saw as the "particular importance 
of collaborative learning?" her response included the 
following comments that clarified the significance of peer 
interaction to the teachers: 
There’s the joy of just working with other kids and 
talking with them and feeling free to interact with 
them in an unprescribed kind of way, that is, the 
teacher is not sitting there saying "Now what do 
you think, and you think?" but that children are 
talking together and working it out on their own 
and getting that sense of being able to function 
without an adult telling them what to do all the 
time. And they get that strength from working 
together. I think that there is the development of 
each child’s potential that comes when they feel 
sustained by a group effort. They can feel more 
confident as they’re working together. (BJ/I4/902) 
These teachers balance their value of freedom with 
structures, initiated by adults, that they perceive as 
necessary to build and sustain classroom and school-wide 
community. These structures are integrated within the 
routines, teacher roles, and curriculum that define the 
Common School. More than this, though, the dilemma of 
securing freedom in a group context is resolved, in part, by 
viewing these structures as creating supportive contexts for 
children to exercise autonomy and choice. 
This theme draws from and extends the preceding three 
themes to present an alternative analysis of the challenges 
these teachers face as they consider community-building. In 
this analysis, I begin by focusing on the meaning and impact 
of the teachers’ central value of individual freedom. First, 
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the preference for child-initiated group work, in which the 
teacher assumes the role of facilitator and observer, is 
detailed. Next, I turn to the importance of the children’s 
ability to function autonomously from adults in order to 
collaborate and solve problems with peers. Finally, I 
explore the various structures (rules, rituals, and 
celebrations) supported by the adults to build community, 
with particular attention to how these structures are 
believed to both limit and support the pursuit of freedom. 
The Child Initiates 
Connected with the teachers’ image of a community which 
welcomes the contributions and input of all its members is 
the value they put on learning that is initiated by children 
rather than by adults (MS/13/424; BJ/V4/2030). This value is 
particularly strong amongst the teachers of the youngest 
children. As mentioned earlier in the theme, "Community 
Reflects the Individual," child-initiated activity is seen 
to tap more accurately into the agenda of each child; they 
are motivated by their personal investment. As Mary noted: 
"It seems like the child-initiated collaborative play that 
we see is much greater and more involved than we might 
organize" (MS/V2/642). Moreover, teachers share a concern 
that children have chances to be free from adults so that 
they can exercise their ability to "function" autonomously 
with peers. Finally, the appeal of child-initiated activity 
lies in its spontaneity together with the enthusiasm, 
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excitement, and creativity that this spontaneity engenders 
throughout the group. Child-initiated play offers 
opportunities for exploration, experimentation, and 
expression free from pressures, real or perceived, to 
perform (BJ/V1/1003; BJ/V1/862, 937; MS/V2/1790, 1694; 
H/V3/1211; GS/V3/1218). 
The teachers begin by setting up an environment that 
invites children to initiate their own play. Betty made this 
point clear when she reflected on the differences between 
various programs she had taught in. 
...when I first started teaching I taught in a very 
formal school situation with children and desks and 
every moment of the day is planned without any real 
opportunity for the children to interact with one 
another, except out on the playground. And now I 
teach in a very different way, where there are many 
informal and some formal ways for children to 
interact. And unless you have those times in your 
class it’s impossible for it to happen. Children 
will do it anyway when they go out on the 
playground and inevitably they’ll start playing 
together and start playing games. But, if you want 
it to happen in your class you have to provide the 
time for it so it’s incorporated into the program. 
(BJ/I4/465) 
In this regard, an hour long choice-time is provided as a 
morning routine in all of the classrooms. Children are able 
to choose between eight or so activity areas in the 
classroom, as well as elect to visit in another classroom. 
Roberta noted that this is "a time when children are really 
free to choose what they would like to do” (RA/I1/451). 
Roberta described the social interaction that occurs in her 
classroom as the children prepare for choice-time. 
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...you’ll hear buzzing in the classroom and it will 
be groups of two or three going up to each other 
and saying "Let’s all go to the block rug and 
build a-” and so they are already collaborating 
in terms of where they’d like to go and recognizing 
a shared objective or goal when they get to that 
particular point. (RA/I1/459) 
While one or two teachers facilitate structured 
projects during choice-time, Mary explained that "the rest 
of the activities are pretty much child-initiated, child 
facilitated, with one of us floating around facilitating 
that, helping with conflicts, or participating in different 
ways" (MS/V2/115). Moreover, certain areas are essentially 
left free of adult intervention. For instance, in one video¬ 
observation of the Green nursery a small group of children 
is seen engaged in fantasy play throughout the morning 
session without an adult. Asked about the adult absence, 
Mary and other team members said that blocks, manipulatives, 
the dress-up area, and the book corner "tend to be where 
kids go to create their own games and when we do go in it’s 
more to listen and learn about specific kids and what the 
social dynamics are in the group" (MS, MD/V2/276). At most, 
Maureen suggested that "a teacher might have to initially 
become part of the fantasy play just to get things started," 
usually as a model, but then "gradually you can withdraw 
your participation and just become an observer, because [the 
children] start... fueling off each other" (MD/V2/661). In 
the other nursery classroom, Gretchen reported that her team 
"might sit [in the fantasy play area] and just make sure 
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that we can interact when something happens that interrupts 
the play” (GS/I2/418). 
Given this environment, teachers reported that the 
children engage in plenty of play of their own making. In 
particular, many of the teachers valued fantasy play, 
whether with blocks, at the water table, or outside, as an 
important vehicle in which children can share goals and be 
successful in "interacting” with peers (BJ/I4/452; 
MS/13/265). Polly, with agreement from her team members, 
expressed disappointment over the absence of "rich dramatic 
play" in the video-segments that her team was shown of their 
classroom: "I think there’s a lot that goes on that is very 
free and free-flowing and free-roving throughout the room 
that will happen and I didn’t get a sense of that in the 
video" (H/V3/2314). The nursery teachers clearly see 
dramatic (or fantasy) play as the richest context in which 
children can manipulate reality, free from the external 
constraint of adults. Polly offered these further comments: 
And I also think that we think it is something very 
important in terms of having those play 
experiences. To come here and to play. I mean we 
have the art activities and the other things set up 
to do in our room and certainly we encourage the 
kids to try them and to do them. But, I think 
the...thing we think is important for the kids - I 
mean, we don’t worry as much about kids who spend a 
whole year here and not do very much in the art 
activities or the story-telling as we would about a 
kid who came in here and never played, never did 
dramatic play. (H/V3/2345) 
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According to the preprimary teachers, chiId-initiated 
group work should preferably contain the elements of 
creativity and spontaneity; elements that these teachers 
support (and enjoy) as integral to the atmosphere of their 
classroom communities. Teachers can not demand spontaneity; 
instead, their role is principally to set up a rich 
environment, provide the time necessary, and then, act to 
facilitate and sustain spontaneous interaction between 
children, when and if it happens (GS/I2/182; BJ/I4/891; 
MS/V2/1306). Gretchen described how this spontaneity unfolds 
in her nursery classroom, in this case, beginning with a new 
color of play-dough prepared by the teachers. 
...we had this violet color play-dough and they 
were making grapes, making a whole basket full, and 
all three of them were working together doing that. 
Of course it was the color that got them going. But 
they were all filling the basket and they were 
making the grapes and they were making other food 
and they were setting the table. They were really 
working there together beautifully, but it was not 
set up for me to say "You three are working on a 
project." 
Interviewer: It just happened that way? 
Gretchen: It just happened. When it happened we are 
encouraging them. We might say, "Isn’t that great 
what you are doing here," and I might be sitting 
there and help them because one might lose interest 
in it, and keep them going like that a little 
longer, and encourage them. We don’t really say, 
"This is a project that we do this-and-this 
together." (GS/I2/221 ) 
Gretchen also saw playful and emotionally rich interaction 
occurring spontaneously between children as they worked 
together on paintings. Again, while she might actively 
encourage children to paint cooperatively, Gretchen also 
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noted "I am not setting this up, this time and this day that 
we paint together, which is sort of a difference" 
(GS/I2/376). 
The most substantial discussion of spontaneous play 
came in the Green nursery team’s video-reflective interview. 
In this team’s discussion, various "energy" metaphors 
(energy, fueling, plugged in, wind-up) were used to 
communicate the unusual, and certainly endearing, initiative 
and enthusiasm of their group. The following dialogue came 
in response to a video-observation of a child proudly 
showing Mary a craft project she had made. Mary described 
what unfolded after this videotaped scene: 
That particular day Ella was making houses and 
putting popsicle sticks on them and a couple of 
kids started doing it and the next day I remember 
thinking, "God, I wish John [the video-cam 
operator] had come today," because the whole group 
of girls who play together ended up in our marker 
area making these huge houses that were taped 
together. And they put string on them so they could 
wear them over their bodies and pretend to be 
houses [laughter]. And just this one little 
thing...that Ella started sort of created all this 
enthusiasm for the project and the older girls... 
who are quite skilled, were helping some of the 
younger kids staple - and that was really a 
tremendously collaborative and child-initiated 
thing that took all morning. (MS/V2/585) 
This team of teachers appreciated that one child can light a 
spark of inspiration that ignites the enthusiasm of the 
classroom community. Mary noted, children "pick up on the 
energy that another child has in what they’re doing and take 
off with it"(MS/V2/638 ) . The teachers appeared to identify 
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an avenue of communication between the preschool children 
that was ’’fueled" by strong emotions and resulted in a 
shared group experience. Maureen had also seen this 
contagious enthusiasm occur in the marker area of the 
classroom, where children have free access to a variety of 
collage materials: 
So it’s just that they’re in the marker area and 
they just get into the tape and the whole bit [all 
the materials] and so it’s all initiated by 
themselves. One of them has an idea, and it’s every 
cooperative in that area. It’s very small, and so 
they really see somebody with an idea and before 
you know it fifteen people are all going around all 
wanting to do it [team laughs]. Whereas, if we set 
it up sometimes it might not work quite as well or 
stimulate the same interest that it does when they 
do it themselves. (MD/V2/608) 
Returning to the "paper house" activity, June affirmed this 
image of the contagious spread of peer ideas in a way that 
is difficult for adults to replicate: "I think it was funny, 
and silly, and spontaneous - and it was just like, you know, 
when one person did it it was almost like fashion, it’s like 
everybody’s doing it and it was so appealing" (J/V2/728) 
(see also Em/V3/915). Later in this interview June returned 
to these thoughts after viewing a video-observation of the 
children engaged in a "spontaneous tangent" during group 
meeting, in this case, brain-storming ideas for an upcoming 
children’s clean-up day: 
I’m really realizing how much we value spontaneity. 
It’s really a big part of what we treasure in our 
days here [looks at other team members]. It’s like 
allowing the children to come up with questions and 
ideas. (J/V2) 
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It was clear that the Green nursery team admired the 
individual inspiration, collective enthusiasm, and rich 
emotions that they identified in their present group. Mary 
continued (and affirmed) June’s thoughts with these further 
comments : 
This is a particularly creative group and socially 
very competent. We sometimes joke that it’s the 
"wind-up nursery." You just come in and wind it up 
and it runs itself [Mary smiles], because they are 
so plugged into what they are doing and have all 
these wonderful little peer interactions and it 
isn’t the type of - I’ve had groups before where 
you really had to plan out the detail and you 
really had to facilitate - and kids were more 
passive and you had to draw things out of them, but 
this group just bubbles over with energy and 
enthusiasm. (MS/V2/1233) 
Certainly, teachers also saw the value of offering 
teacher-structured group projects. Mary noted: "It tends in 
our classroom to be child-initiated type of collaboration 
rather than teacher-facilitated, although we do make a 
conscious effort to set up situations where that can happen 
naturally, kids collaborating on projects" (MS/13/68). It 
remained important that these projects contain the potential 
for unexpected, joyous experiences, hopefully initiated by 
the children (MS/V2/1435). In a later video-reflective 
interview, Mary commented further: 
We might try to organize a theme, like the "pirate 
ship" theme or we had a big "Post Office" thing for 
a while and the kids got into posting letters to 
each other and collaborating on building mail 
trucks and driving off. Sort of giving them the 
materials, but letting them take it off in their 
own direction. (MS/V2/650) 
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Later in the same interview this team was given the 
opportunity to reflect on how effectively the video- 
observations selected to show them represented their 
classroom. They talked about the failure of the edit to 
capture how lots of individual work on teacher-structured 
projects eventually contributes to, and "takes off" into 
dynamic, collaborative play involving much of the group, as 
described by Mary above (J, MD/V2/2312). 
Betty likewise raised the importance of spontaneity 
within teacher-structured activities. Consider this response 
to a question asking her "What is your rationale for group 
projects?": 
Well, they’re fun [laughs]. I really teach because 
I think it’s fun. I think it’s a lot more fun for 
kids- we never know what’s going to come out of 
group projects and I think the children become 
surprised by what evolves and you [the teacher] can 
too. So it’s a process that always has the element 
of surprise, of expectation, and that you don’t 
always know that it’s a predicted answer. From that 
point of view I think it captures children’s 
attention to work on something together very often. 
(BJ/I4/661) 
In the later team interview, Betty responded to a video¬ 
observation of her working with a group that was 
constructing puppets. In her response she described her role 
as facilitating children’s experimentation and creativity 
within the project: 
I guess it was the first time that we had tried 
this kind of puppet, so I saw my role as...being a 
facilitator, listening to what the child’s idea was 
of, what they wanted to make and presenting a range 
of materials that they could use to put together. I 
didn’t see it as "I have the answer to how to make 
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a puppet." My hope was that there would be a real 
variety of puppets, we had a lot of different 
materials, and that they would do a lot of 
experimentation with the materials. And one or two 
people did and a lot of people didn’t. So, I didn’t 
see myself as patterning the way to do it, but, 
like I said, being a facilitator. (BJ/V1/235) 
The early childhood teachers, though, were clear about 
the relatively low priority in their overall curriculum 
given to teacher-structured projects that involved direct 
instruction. This point was made clear in the Blue nursery 
team’s response to a video-observation of Gretchen 
intensively assisting children with a craft activity for 
their upcoming "Winter" celebration. Gretchen described the 
activity as "very controlled instruction, very controlled 
finished product"(GS/V3/228). Noting the need for 
instruction in technique in this case, Gretchen explained 
that she wouldn’t like this to be her only mode of teaching 
"the kids would be totally restricted by what I present and 
what my ideas of what the finished product should be like, 
which is silly because we could hang up anything" 
(GS/V5/297). In essence, Gretchen valued the children’s 
right to be truly represented in the products of the 
classroom and that they should be able to exercise freedom 
and creativity in this process. One of the associate 
teachers, Polly, added another reason for valuing freedom 
from direct instruction: "It gives them a chance to feel 
independent, *Gosh! It’s really something I did all by 
myself.’ You know, when you’re doing that kind of thing 
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there’s that element of - Gretchen had to be there or 
whoever and really had to help" (H/V3/304). Gretchen added: 
And really, I would say that 90% of what they do is 
free of that kind of [direct] instruction. Ten 
percent might be that intense, or maybe only five 
percent. I mean not that intense, with people 
hanging there - it might be ten percent. 
(GS/V3/316) 
A similar incident of a teacher assisting individual 
children with technique in a craft activity was videotaped 
in the kindergarten and later shown to that team. Betty’s 
response indicated the "middle-ground" that teachers 
struggle to find between providing the instruction necessary 
to avoid frustration and providing the child with 
opportunities for experimentation and autonomy: "I think it 
I 
is better for them to figure that out for themselves 
[Eleanor nods in agreement], and to bypass that is not 
really the way that is helpful to children learning for 
themselves" (BJ/V1/268). 
A final issue related to child-initiated play is that 
it requires children to exercise choice. In contrast, 
teacher-structured activity necessarily involves varying 
degrees of restriction on the choices available to children. 
Teachers’ comments emphasized the importance of "choice" at 
the Common School as an expression of individual and 
childhood freedom (BJ/I4/827; MS/V5/999). This value is, of 
course, particularly embodied in the routine of morning 
choice-time. This is a time in which children are expected 
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to make ’’conscious choices" about what they will do with 
their time (MSe/V4/1062). While viewing video-observations 
of classroom activity in Pistoia, Italy, the teachers’ 
concerns about the restrictiveness of too much teacher 
direction became even clearer. In one activity in Pistoia a 
large group of children is seen around a table following the 
teacher’s instructions for printing with vegetables. 
Commenting on the differences in approach to art, the Common 
School teachers characterized the Pistoia set-up as "a more 
controlled environment" in which "all the kids are doing the 
same thing" (MS/V5/298). Mary communicated her disapproval 
of the perceived "restriction" in the Pistoia activity, 
asking with some annoyance: 
Is this common, that this is how it’s done? That 
we’re all doing playdough and then they all go and 
have story, and then al1 go and do something 
else?...Is there ever just a free choice time? 
[with growing emphasis on the word "all"] 
(MS/V5/1543) 
In contrast, at the Common School, Polly felt that the 
children are offered an "array of choices" which tends to 
focus their attention away from specific end-products 
(H/V5/318). Mary concurred: "It seems to me that [the 
Pistoia teachers] work more on specific techniques and they 
have a more specific focus. More of a specific focus than a 
varied experience" (MS/V5/1316). Some of the teachers also 
saw this restriction to an adult determined focus in the 
art-work that adorned the walls of the Pistoia classroom. 
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Betty remarked that, "It did not look like the work of five 
year-olds on their own," while Gail (a new associate teacher 
in the Green nursery) agreed, adding: "No, exactly, not 
experimental, but really something that the teacher had an 
idea about what she wanted to get out of it and she was able 
to get it out of the kids" (BJ, Gi/V5/1118). Again, later in 
this interview, some teachers commented on the fact that all 
the children had the same tool in a video-observation of a 
large group engaged in dough play in Pistoia. Mary added: 
"we’d be more likely to put out a bucket of different tools" 
(MS/V5/1323). Even within more structured activities, such 
as drama-meeting in the nursery classroom, the teachers’ 
intent is to give individual children opportunities to 
exercise choice. For instance, the author of each story gets 
to choose who will be the actors in the dramatization of her 
or his story (GS/I2/456; MS/V2/1498). 
The strongest statements concerning the importance of 
choice in children’s play, though, came during the teachers’ 
group interview in which they viewed scenes from Reggio 
Emilia, Italy. Betty seemed concerned about the possibility 
that the emphasis on collaborative projects at the preschool 
in Reggio Emilia might lead to a curriculum with little room 
for individual choice. Betty commented: "It does jar my 
values to think that somebody is never giving a child 
choices" (BJ/V4/2216). 
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It was clear that Betty and her colleagues valued the 
ability of children to make choices in their own play, and 
to be given opportunities to initiate this play, free from 
the directions of adults. More than this, Betty’s comments 
pointed to the potential that the Common School teachers see 
for children to act autonomously from adults: "I think we 
can see this, that a child can be independent and able to 
work out their own problems and make these choices, and I 
think that is very important" (BJ/V4/2216). Betty contrasted 
this approach to learning with her personal observations of 
the collective focus of Japanese nursery schools, where she 
felt children "just never did anything on their own" 
(BJ/V4/2030). The image of the child acting autonomously 
from adults is explored further in the next sub-theme. 
Conflict Resolution 
Probably the most powerful expression of the Common 
School teachers’ focus on children’s independence from 
adults came in their discussions about conflict resolution. 
An autonomous, competent child is seen as skilled in her or 
his ability to successfully interact with and solve 
conflicts with peers. 
Teachers provide a model of how to resolve problems, 
and only if necessary take on the role of facilitator 
(RA/I1/518). During the kindergarten team interview a video¬ 
observation of a conflict in the their block area was 
screened. The teachers were asked about when and how they 
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decide to intervene in conflicts. Betty talked about holding 
back from intervention in children’s disputes in order "to 
see if they can work it out themselves" (BJ/V1/457). She 
went on to explain the importance of this approach: 
I think that one thing that’s important to Eleanor 
and me in our room is that children feel empowered 
to solve a lot of their problems for themselves and 
we very often will say to some children who are 
having some difficulty..."We’d like you to sit down 
and talk together until you’ve got it all worked 
out. Just keep talking." And they do it. It’s very 
seldom that we have to monitor any fights or 
difficulties. I think I’ve moved away from being in 
the middle of any problem and being the facilitator 
of the problem. (BJ/V1/480) 
Betty argued that the children could become "very dependent" 
on the adult to adjudicate their problems if they weren’t 
encouraged, indeed expected, to "work it out" by themselves. 
Children are reminded that "this is your problem" 
(BJ/V1/501). In a way, problem-solving could be seen as one 
of the responsibilities children have in the classroom 
community. For the teacher, more autonomy on the part of the 
children means being freed up to invest energy in the rest 
of the curriculum. Betty remarked: "You end up with the 
feeling that the group can operate itself. They can be on 
their own without having to have a teacher around." 
Most of the teachers talked about holding back from 
intervention into children’s conflicts, observing what 
unfolds, and if necessary, helping the children to come up 
with their own solutions by seeing new alternatives 
(RA/I1/238; MS/13/232; MS/V2/2095). For instance, June 
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explained her role in a conflict recorded in a video- 
observation of the Green nursery class: 
And what I see as my role is to try to get them to 
explain their position to each other. To try to get 
the non-verbal 
kid to verbalize some and to get the other kid to 
see the other kid’s point-of-view if possible... 
(J/V2/2005) 
Given this aim, to minimize adult intervention into 
conflicts, the teachers also talked about the children’s 
daily attempts to draw teachers into their problems 
(MD/V1/1970). Mary’s view of this phenomena echoed the idea 
that children need to become less dependent on adults and 
assume responsibility for their social relationships: 
They’ll come up and say "[in whiny voice] So-and-so 
stepped on my foot" and I’ll say, "Why are you 
telling me. I didn’t step on your foot," and sort 
of give the responsibility back to them for 
figuring that out. 
Interviewer: Why do you do that? 
Mary: Because I think that kids need to be able to 
feel competent being able to resolve and negotiate 
through their own conflicts and not have to depend 
on adults. (MS/V2/2081) 
Continuing this line of thought, June emphasized the 
teachers’ desire to avoid acting as an arbitrary authority 
in children’s conflicts. Like Betty, she seemed to want to 
avoid being in the middle of the issue: 
It’s funny, you don’t always want to get stuck in 
the position of having to resolve their conflicts 
’cause then you’re just going to be constantly 
doling out justice, which may or may not be 
justice. It’s very hard to know, to follow the 
thread back to whatever lead to the problem. 
(J/V2/2170) 
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Likewise, the Blue nursery team talked about the complaints 
that the children bring to them each day. In part, they felt 
that the nature and timing of any intervention depended on a 
number of factors: the time of day, the children involved, 
and the nature and seriousness of the complaint or conflict 
(E, H, GS/V3/1688). Polly, an associate teacher, offered 
this view of the team’s general approach, noting the growth 
that occurs during the year: 
...we encourage them to work it out between 
themselves, more and more as the year goes on - 
that they can talk to each other. You know, "I’ll 
go over and stand there but you’ve got to talk." 
Use your words. (H/V3/1699) 
The nursery teams talked at length about their 
struggles, and frustrations, with encouraging children to 
become autonomous problem-solvers. During a field 
discussion, Maureen, an associate teacher, suggested that 
the children themselves place the teachers (unwillingly) in 
the role of "enforcer" (Obs#29). Instead, the teachers 
sought to assume a supportive posture. Mary offered the 
following perspective on the dilemma that teachers face in 
relation to conflicts: 
I think that there is a balance between 
communicating to them that we are resources to them 
and helping them to resolve things and to explore 
different strategies, but not letting them become 
dependent on us. (MS/V2/2207) 
Teachers seemed to have a difficult time striking this 
balance. Comments by Roberta during her initial interview 
raised this issue. She reflected on the need for adults to 
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provide some kind of structure to the problem-solving 
process, as opposed to complete independence: "You don’t 
want to give them the rope to hang themselves with." Roberta 
continued: 
I think with the right kind of guidance and support 
we can create the level of community that they 
need. I think that they are really capable of doing 
that and figuring out ways to solve problems - be 
supportive and take the time. (RA/I1/99) 
Over a year later, many of the teachers reflected on 
this issue after viewing a video-observation from Reggio 
Emilia, Italy. In this observation a child emotively 
complains to a teacher about where she has been placed at 
the lunch table by the children in charge of this chore. The 
teacher closes the door on her, declaring that they need to 
solve it by themselves. After Gretchen noted that the 
children were "straightening out their own problems," she 
was asked if she would also respond in this way. 
Well, I don’t know how much chance they have before 
we start to - direct the children, to try to sort 
of -- improve their way of thinking, before we give 
them a chance to sort of work it out, you know. 
Again, I assume that [the Reggio children] have 
done it so many times before that the teacher can 
be totally comfortable. (GS/V4/2366) 
Polly continued these thoughts. Her comments acknowledge 
that the Common School teachers actually institute a 
structure within which children can act freely to solve 
their own problems. The structure is the problem-solving 
process: "Yeh, we’d try to get them around the peace table 
[other teachers agree]. We get pretty directive, ’Solve this 
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problem and we’ll be back!’ [laughter]" (H/V4/2388). Another 
conflict between children was recorded in a video¬ 
observation taken in an Italian classroom in Pistoia. The 
Italian teachers did not intervene, nor were they asked to 
by the children. Many of the nursery teachers were struck by 
the way that the children dealt with the conflict 
independent of the teachers. Even when Max, the Director, 
asked the teachers to imagine what they would have done if 
the children didn’t ask them to "intercede" Polly replied 
that she couldn’t imagine this scenario, while Mary said 
"It’s not very likely" (MSe, H, MS/V5/1988). When asked why 
they felt the Common School children seek adult arbitration, 
the teachers suggested that the children might be seeking 
reinforcement from the adult or validation of their 
feelings. Children might receive "sympathy for the emotion," 
but the teachers affirmed that the children didn’t generally 
succeed in getting a teacher to reconcile their problem (E, 
MSe, H/V5/2109). Again, the teachers’ interventions depended 
on the situation, the threat to safety, and the children 
involved. Concluding comments by Betty affirmed the 
teachers’ encouragement of children’s autonomy from adults 
and proposed that older children may be more successful in 
solving problems independently: 
I think that our [kindergarten] kids are older and 
they really do solve a lot of their problems. There 
are one or two children in the classroom who will 
come to you and I think one reason they do is 
because... they expect they’re parents to intercede 
for them. And you can see them with their parents 
218 
and that that is something that does happen for 
them. So they automatically assume that an adult is 
going to do that for them. You know, we conceive it 
as part of our job to help them see that they have 
the power to solve their own problems. But, that 
doesn’t mean they don’t keep coming and asking for 
it [everyone smiles]. (BJ/V5/2140) 
Even given this focus on encouraging children’s 
independence in the daily operation of peer relationships, 
there also exists more public structures for addressing 
issues that threaten to disrupt the values of the classroom 
community. The teachers’ images of these structures are the 
subject of the next section. 
Establishing Ground-Rules 
Common School teachers talked about the establishment 
of "ground-rules” or "parameters" for their classroom 
communities. These rules essentially amount to a public 
recognition and acceptance of the values of the community 
and the responsibilities of membership. While the previous 
sub-themes emphasized the children’s autonomy from adults, 
rules act to frame a community which envelopes both children 
and adults. Roberta offered these thoughts: 
We’re all put in the same place at the same time 
and that creates the opportunity to look at 
ourselves as a community. And so, one of our goals 
- and I say our goals because I don’t think it’s 
just mine as an adult - is to figure out ways to 
make that all work. Create understandings between 
people and to identify ground rules. (RA/I1/799) 
The beginning of each year is a particularly important 
time for talking about the values of the classroom and the 
rules needed to sustain the desired classroom atmosphere 
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(BJ/V1/550). While these rules necessarily involve limits on 
the freedom and license of individuals, it is clear that 
they are also seen as ways to protect the rights of 
individuals. Moreover, the establishment of rules is not the 
sole prerogative of adults, rather, children are given 
opportunities to be involved in the process. Children are 
seen to "have helped adopt and maybe revise, maybe create 
new rules" during their time in the classroom (RA/I1/816). 
Clearly, the public forum for negotiating rules is the 
group discussions that were explored in the previous theme, 
"Learning the Ropes." As Gretchen noted: "we do a lot of 
problem-solving together" (GS/I2/78). Discussions were 
usually provoked by issues that permeated the life of the 
classroom, either due to the intensity or the pervasiveness 
of the problem. Each of the teachers described discussions 
they had facilitated, sometimes dragging over many days, in 
order to negotiate some group understanding of, and 
solutions to, recurring problems such as chasing, exclusion, 
and avoiding clean-up (GS/I2/78; MS/13/360). 
During a field-interview, Maureen talked about how a 
poster in the Green Nursery, titled, "Our rules for solving 
problems with friends," came about (Ob#29). Over a period of 
time some intense conflict, indeed fighting, was escalating 
between a few children. The teaching team decided to hold a 
public discussion to seek solutions. With some teacher 
guidance, the children themselves came up with a set of 
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guidelines for dealing with conflicts: Don’t hurt, Don’t 
grab, Do stop and think, Do talk over, and Do make a plan. 
The poster was illustrated by the children (providing a 
pictorial translation) and displayed prominently in the 
classroom as a way to jog memories. In a developmentally 
appropriate way, these preschoolers followed the same 
democratic process used by the oldest children in the 
school. The primary children occasionally form "cross-age 
committees" to solve school-wide problems by creating 
responsive rules. Max, the Director of the school, provided 
guidance to these committees and explained the importance of 
children taking on the responsibility to solve the 
community’s problems together: 
I guess that part of exercising community-building 
skills is something we want kids to have a chance 
with. Not just to witness what a nice community 
feels like, but to construct it. (MSe/I5/238) 
Guidelines are established for regular group routines 
in the classroom, such as the drama-meeting in the nurseries 
(MD/V2/1467 ) . The older children also created rules for 
functioning within specific activities, though their process 
was somewhat more sophisticated than the process in the 
nursery classrooms. Betty explained the importance of 
establishing the rules for creating a play or working on 
projects as part of an in-depth study. The children would 
discuss in detail the guidelines that were necessary for 
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conducting rehearsal sessions or for collaborating on 
projects in a way that worked for everyone. 
...my experience has been that if you take a long 
time to do that - you write it down and we say 
these are rehearsal rules and we’ve all done the 
rehearsal rules together and so we know what that 
means - that eliminates all this awful chaos that 
can come [laughs] when everybody is excited and 
trying to get in on the act. (BJ/I4/603) 
Likewise, in the primary classroom, Roberta talked 
about rules created for structured feedback sessions such as 
"authors circle," in which children shared their journal 
writing with the group (RA/I1/250). During in-depth studies 
the ground-rule was that "consulting" with others was always 
permissible, while at lunch time the children knew that they 
were not to form gender segregated groups (RA/I1/655; 
162; 1044). These, and the other rules mentioned, were 
representations of central values in the Common School 
community, in particular, the need to show respect for each 
other’s views, choices, and works. The teachers’ reactions 
to a video-observation of a group story-time in Pistoia, 
Italy, emphasized their belief in having guidelines that 
support this key value. In this group-time the Italian 
children are seen talking to each other while the teacher 
slowly attempts to gain the focus of their attention. A 
number of the Common School teachers discussed the 
expectations they would have of the children in a similar 
situation. At the very least, their guideline would be that 
children not "interfere with" or "disrupt" their peers’ 
222 
right to listen to the story (H, BJ, E, MS/V5/2465). Rules 
principally exist to protect freedom within the community 
rather than restrict it. By having the children involved in 
establishing the rules, rather than being imposed by the 
adults, it was possible for the teachers to remain true to 
this goal. 
In addition to structures for establishing parameters 
or ground-rules, the teachers’ images of community include 
shared experiences for children and adults (routines, 
rituals, and celebrations) which act to create a sense of 
belonging and history. These traditions are discussed in the 
next and final section of this theme. 
Building Traditions 
Over time the Common School has evolved its own culture 
of events and routines which form part of the shared, public 
experience of potentially all of its members, both children 
and adults. These structures concern group experiences 
instituted by teachers, within classrooms and across the 
school, which are emotionally charged events for celebrating 
a sense of belonging and responsibility to the community. 
Over time they have evolved into traditions which store the 
shared memories of the community. Many of these events 
actually predate the teachers who were the informants for 
this study. 
While these experiences could be seen to constrain 
freedom, these teachers conceive of a dynamic form of 
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tradition that is responsive to individual children. 
Teachers provide the framework within which children have 
considerable flexibility to make their own mark and 
appropriate the experiences. Max, the Director of the 
school, talked about this confluence of past practices and 
present input: 
So there’s a mix of the figuring out what way 
you’re going to do it and "we’ve always done it 
this way." And both of those things are things that 
contribute to community-building. That we’ve always 
done it this way - it feels good, you know, you’ve 
done it once and it’s a tradition! You know, you 
did it last year. And we sometimes in fact find 
ourselves confronting traditions that no longer 
seem to be as constructive. The community lore or 
community pattern is one that we need to break. 
(MSe/I5/212) 
Max’s comments emphasize the view that community is both 
strengthened by experiences that have a history and evoke 
memories and by opportunities to participate in the 
construction of that community. Most of the community 
structures raised in this section are described in greater 
detail within the Design chapter of this report. 
Regular events in the daily program provide one 
potential for shared group experiences. Beyond the usual 
routines typical of most early childhood classrooms, the 
Common School teachers have also evolved regularly occurring 
events within the classroom which provide a stage for 
creating the children’s sense of a common culture. The 
drama-meeting, held daily in the two nurseries, is one key 
example. Briefly, children dictate stories to a teacher 
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(either during the morning or at meeting) and then later 
have the opportunity to choose children to act out the story 
for the rest of the group. In contrast to the openness of 
much of the daily program, Gretchen emphasized the attention 
given to the structure of the drama-meeting. She described 
it as "very stylized" and "set-up" to provide a clear 
framework within which children know how to participate 
(GS/I2/440). Given this ritualized structure, though, each 
child has the opportunity to "take charge" and exercise 
considerable freedom. Gretchen described drama-meeting as 
having "so little flexibility and at the same time the kids 
have so much say in it" (GS/I2/1111). Children bring their 
own story to the routine and select whom they want to 
participate. Given this individual freedom, the children 
also evolve their own forms of ritual. Following a video¬ 
observation of drama-meeting, the Blue Nursery team offered 
these thoughts: 
Gretchen: And then there are class jokes that will 
happen because people will us the same phrases and 
it will be - this year’s phrase is "And the doggie 
fell on his head." And that’s really the class 
joke. You’re supposed to laugh. 
Emily: And it could be a story about the "Ninja 
Turtles" but it will still begin with "And the 
doggie fell on his head" and then be about- 
Gretchen: -and then the real story comes [smiles]. 
Last year’s joke was "And he swang f sic 1 on the 
slide and he slipped on the swing," and they put 
this in every story. (GS, E/V3/1965) 
The teachers then proceeded to identify which groups had 
evolved which particular phrase. These phrases could be seen 
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as shared community symbols which brought together 
(connected) quite individual stories. Moreover, the symbols 
were doused with childhood humor and absurdity - two 
emotionally binding forces for preschoolers. Emily raised 
another example when she talked about the recurring use of 
the phrase, "And then they came alive again," in stories 
told by more than one child. She reported that the children 
shared the use of the phrase in order to breathe life into 
characters who had been killed off by the other children co¬ 
creating the drama (Em/V3/1564). These dictated stories were 
eventually collected together and shaped into a booklet to 
provide a permanent memory for the present and future 
groups. Each of these books was typically titled with the 
"class joke" for that year. During a recent field discussion 
Gretchen quickly identified the new phrases that were 
prominent in the present group’s stories (Ob#29B). 
In the Green nursery the drama-meeting proceeded 
somewhat differently, but again with a mixture of both 
recognizing common experience and exercising individuality. 
In this case, the teachers seemed a little concerned with 
the lack of inspiration and originality in the children’s 
stories (MS/V2/1412). June made these comments about drama¬ 
meeting after being asked about whether she thought children 
listened to each other’s ideas: 
Yeh, that especially comes out in drama day because 
we tend to get story after story developing along 
the theme of the first story that was told [laughs] 
and then they put their own little items into it, 
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you know, like some kids will always have a baby in 
their story or something... but they all manage to 
work it into the same basic plot, which is really 
funny. (J/V2/1333) 
The importance of classroom rituals was made even 
clearer when Gretchen talked about her group’s "birthday" 
routine. Consider these comments: 
What we really do for group building is put a lot 
of emphasis on our traditions, so we have birthdays 
that are very set. They never change in how we do 
them and are sort of a classroom tradition. Even 
the children buy into this. (GS/I2/616) 
Gretchen’s description of this routine again notes the 
adult’s provision of structure, within which children create 
and evolve their own rituals (see also Em & GS/V3/2176. The 
teachers’ "part" is to: encourage every child to make a card 
for the birthday child; light candles and sing "Happy 
Birthday"; and then finally lift the child up in the air a 
number of times determined by how many years old the child 
is. Gretchen noted: "So, we started this many years ago, but 
in the meantime it has become very stylized." Each child 
presents a card to the birthday child and can perform a 
particular action with him or her. Gretchen then explained 
the children’s appropriation of the celebration by using 
these actions as shared rituals: 
This was very important to them and over and over 
again when they wanted to do something for the kid 
they would do [actions] "whisper, jump, and fall." 
And then that changed into the "whisper, jump, and 
bounce belly, and fall." And so they would develop 
these routines that they would do for the children. 
This year we’re doing somersaults. But it’s not - I 
imagined that every kid would do their own thing as 
the special thing for the birthday child, but they 
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find it much more satisfying to do the routine. And 
the routine will change, it doesn’t go on for the 
whole year, but it will change into another routine 
and it’s extremely important to do the routine. I 
think this is where a lot of the group-building 
comes in. They go to their very best friend and do 
these routines. (GS/I2/616) 
These shared rituals appear playful and open to change 
rather than an external imposition on children’s behavior. 
Moreover, Gretchen recognized these experiences as important 
vehicles for building connections between children and 
therefore a sense of belonging to a community. In her view, 
the children’s ability to interact freely within the group 
requires this feeling of belonging. Consider these further 
comments: 
We do a lot of those kind of things to get the 
group to really interact and get a feeling of 
belonging, mostly a feeling of belonging, because 
when they have that they are much freer in talking 
and problem solving and all of that gets a lot 
easier and better when we have that feeling of 
really being part of a group. (GS/I2/616) 
Similarly, the Blue nursery team also structured a 
weekly "feast" in their classroom. This ritual involves 
participating as a group in various stylized procedures such 
as: presenting stuffed animals from home, lighting candles, 
and eating a special snack together (Obs#25). Max, the 
Director of the school, talked about this "feast" and other 
celebrations throughout the school as "the kind of event 
that goes beyond giving kids meeting time or circle time." 
He noted the "addition of ritual or tradition" as an 
important component in making these events opportunities for 
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building a sense of community (MSe/I5/188 ) . My own 
observation of, and participation in, both the "birthday" 
and "feast" rituals in the Blue nursery confirmed their role 
in providing the children with opportunities to share 
emotions with the rest of the group (0b#5; 0b#13). 
The daily "Wing-Sings," which bring the three 
preprimary classes into the same room for a musical 
experience led by the Director, was another example of going 
beyond the usual group-time to include the aspects of 
tradition and a sense of community. Max reflected on the 
importance of physically and affectively coming together as 
a group, particularly for preschoolers: 
When we have those "sings" at the end of the 
morning, which is [concerning] the sense of coming 
together in group - that’s what we do for closure 
every day for the younger kids, and once a week for 
all the kids [in the school], I mean it’s not to 
tell them stuff most of the time, it’s for them to 
participate in something. You know, what’s that 
little song? "Here we are together all sitting on 
the rug." That’s the idea. Here we are together all 
sitting on the rug. That’s the - recognition of 
being together is what I think those things are 
getting at. (MSe/I5/425) 
Max went on to talk about how each child is able to 
participate in his or her own way. By being a part of the 
"Wing Sing" experience for sometimes three years there is 
plenty of time for the child to observe, listen, and feel at 
home: "That happens a lot when kids will sit there and go 
through the same community daily event for two years, and 
the third year, all of a sudden, they’ll be singing every 
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verse." In addition, once a week the entire school comes 
together in the gymnasium for a sing-a-long that includes 
parent and other family members who have arrived to pick up 
the children. In a field discussion Mary talked about the 
repertoire of songs used in these group sing-a-longs as 
being "rich in metaphor" and guided by a "founding 
principle" of the Common School to immerse children in the 
history and folklore of their community (MS/V5/2799). In a 
similar vein, Max talked of choosing songs that told real or 
imagined stories, that were "rich in metaphor," and dealt 
with life’s struggles, history, and the outrageous (Ob#28). 
These folk songs were contrasted with the artificiality of 
"didactic" songs that sought to teach preschool concepts. 
Some 50% of the 100 or so songs that formed the repertoire 
for the "sing" and "wing sings" predated even Max’s nine 
years at the Common School. As a consequence, the youngest 
children entered into a community that had a well- 
established tradition of singing "stories" together - a 
community in which the preschoolers potentially have many 
years of membership ahead. In some cases, parents and older 
siblings may have already brought these songs into the home 
prior to the child’s arrival at the school. Mary noted that 
an Asian child in her nursery group "who only speaks in 
three or four word English sentences... can sing the whole 
song of 'Harriet Tubman.’ He’s heard it enough!" 
(MS/V5/2814) 
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The "sings" act as just one of various celebrations 
that are structured throughout the Common School year. These 
celebrations are a key element of the teachers’ image of 
community. In a 1985 Newsletter a teacher from the older 
grades wrote: "[Building community] also means coming 
together for celebrations of all kinds, from harvest 
festivals to group sings to snow fests to plays" (The Common 
School Newsletter, December, 1985, p. 9). In the older 
grades, including the kindergarten, the in-depth studies 
which permeated the curriculum are nearly always culminated 
with a celebratory experience. Children celebrate their 
learning over the many weeks of the study by coming together 
in a shared event. These events are often elaborate "feasts" 
using costumes, food, and entertainment created during the 
in-depth study. Other members of the school community are 
invited to participate in the excitement. In a sense, the 
experiences and projects of individuals during the study are 
brought together in an emotional and sensory-laden 
celebration in order to recognize a common sense of 
accomplishment. Roberta offered these thoughts when asked 
about "emotional events" the school uses for community¬ 
building : 
Yeh, we’re very celebratory! [laughs] The whole 
school sings 
every Friday, all together, and it’s important to 
lots of people. We also, as we conclude each study, 
will have a celebration of what we’ve learned and 
how we are interfaced with what we’ve learned and 
also to experience a little bit in terms of what we 
learned. When we studied India we ate Indian food 
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and we invited an Indian musician to play music for 
us and we put on a play, and that was done with 
parents as well, so, the community involves the 
immediate family as well.... those are ways that we 
celebrate and gives more emotional celebratory ways 
of being together. (RA/I1/1178) 
Many of the celebrations bring the entire school 
together like in the weekly "Sing." Mostly these 
celebrations are annual traditions which have evolved a 
loose collection of rituals which seem to bind one year’s 
experience to the next. Notably, the teachers talked about 
Halloween (Ms/V2/1129), May-Day, the Snow-Fest, and the more 
recent children’s Work-day. These events are intended to 
provide opportunities to build cooperative relationships 
across the school and a sense of the teachers’, children’s 
and their families’ communality (MSe/I5/188). Mary confirmed 
this agenda: 
Yeh, they periodically try to come up with some 
more community events at the school. That’s one of 
the founding principles of this school is to build 
a sense of community....kids’ work-day was another 
way of creating a community event and helping to 
build a sense of responsibility and pride in the 
grounds. (MS/V2/1121) 
I observed the May-Day celebration as part of this 
research and describe it in more detail in the Design 
chapter of this report (0bs#5). In brief, this event 
included a ritual in which children had been secretly 
matched with a child to whom they were to prepare and give a 
basket of hand-made "treasures" on the day of the 
celebration. During field discussions the teachers talked 
232 
about the air of excitement and anticipation that was 
associated with the ritual. The community novices (the 
preschoolers) usually needed a teacher to point out the 
primary child with whom they had been matched. Each child 
had to keep her or his match a secret for a week - quite a 
task for a preschooler! Mary talked about using the older 
children in her mixed-age group as a source of memories 
about previous May-days and other celebrations in order to 
"cue in" the newcomers (MS/V5/2773 ) . 
Mary noted that the faculty meets weekly and often 
discusses "different ways to build on that sense of 
community" (MS/13/768). As well, children also have an 
important role in altering, revising, and adding to the 
rituals associated with a particular celebration, and 
indeed, inventing various celebratory events. Gretchen 
talked about informing her preschoolers about the routines 
for the Halloween celebration and then "asking them to 
participate in the way they want to participate" 
(GS/I2/539). Likewise, Roberta explained the involvement of 
children which often cut across classrooms: 
...children plan activities for the wider school 
community and very often might work with another 
group. For the May-day celebration my class worked 
with the nursery class in teaching the may-pole 
dances to other people in the school. (RA/I1/895) 
In all, there exists clear structures for publicly 
recognizing and remembering the joys, difficulties, and 
accomplishments of being a community. The Common School has 
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constructed these experiences in a way that respects and 
draws on the creativity and individuality of each member. In 
addition, children have the space to create their own 
symbols of togetherness in a way that is acceptable within 
the agreed upon parameters of the community. 
Summary 
The Common School image of community includes what they 
see as a careful balance of structure and freedom. It is 
particularly important that children be given opportunities 
to exercise independence from adults within the classroom 
community. In this regard, the teachers emphasize the 
critical role of child-initiated activity within the daily 
curriculum. Teachers assume the role of facilitator, setting 
up the environment that is most likely to provoke and 
support spontaneity and creativity on the part of the 
children. For the youngest children, experiences that are 
rich in emotion are particularly important in creating 
shared community events. When activities are structured, the 
teachers see it as key to find ways for children to invest 
their ideas and energy into these experiences and to be able 
to exercise a conscious choice in what they do within the 
curriculum. 
The children’s independence from adults enables 
children to learn how to "function" as a member of the group 
and to solve problems that arise. The Common School teachers 
strive to encourage children to solve conflicts on their 
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own, away from the effects of adult authority. This is no 
simple matter as children are believed to place teachers in 
the role of enforcer of the law in the conflicts that arise. 
The teachers respond, in part, by creating a structure for 
dealing with ongoing conflicts in a public manner. Children 
are included in the process of finding solutions to 
classroom problems and establishing ground-rules that can 
guide the community by reflecting the key values of respect 
and care for others, their ideas, and their work. Finally, 
the teachers have set up a variety of events which are 
intended to provide celebratory experiences which are shared 
by the entire class or school-wide community. While these 
routines, rituals, and celebrations act as traditions which 
bring about a sense of history; these experiences are also 
responsive to the creativity and enthusiasm of individuals 
in the present community. In all, the value of freedom is 
respected even within the structures that bind the children 
and adults together. This image of community reflects all of 
the three themes that have been presented in this analysis. 
Summary 
This study asked the following central questions: Is 
there a shared meaning that teachers give to the concept of 
community within a classroom for young children (3-8 years) 
at a school committed to community-building? If so, what is 
this meaning? Can this meaning be represented as shared 
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images and metaphors that these teachers use as they talk 
about community and the process of community-building within 
their classrooms and schools? 
In this chapter, I reported four themes that framed the 
discourse of the early childhood teachers at the Common 
School in western Massachusetts. The first theme, inclusion 
versus exclusion, concerned the teachers’ attempts to define 
and negotiate the boundaries in and around a classroom 
community. The teachers’ meaning of "inclusion" involved 
images of: comfort in relationships, flexible connections 
between children, and a focus on perspective-taking and 
empathic concern for others. At the same time, teachers held 
images that suggested their attention to exclusion that 
included: protecting privacy and insuring that children feel 
a sense of personal control within the group. The second 
theme, community reflects the individual, raised the issue 
of how teachers view the relationship between the individual 
and the group. I found the Common School teachers to have 
the following key images in this regard: individuals are 
resources to the community, members have a right and 
responsibility to contribute input into the community, and 
there should exist community contexts for sharing one’s 
resources and for contributing one’s input. I found the 
teachers’ images to be framed by thoughts about the nature 
of "ownership” in a community. 
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The third theme, learning the ropes, involved the 
meaning of community as being a dynamic interaction of the 
past, present, and future. The teachers’ images concerned: 
the transmission of the history and established parameters 
of the community, the respective roles of veteran and novice 
in the community, and the relationship between the classroom 
community and the larger contexts of school, neighborhood, 
and society. Finally, the fourth theme, freedom and 
structure, concerned the teachers’ attempts to attend to 
their value of individual freedom and choice within the 
meaning of community. Freedom was principally defined by the 
teachers’ image of a community in which children had 
opportunities to operate independently from adults. In these 
teachers’ meaning of community, children should have 
opportunities to initiate and share ideas with peers and to 
resolve the conflicts that arise in social interaction, free 
from the intervention of adults. This freedom, though, was 
balanced by images of community that involve structures, 
initiated by adults, for negotiating the ground-rules of the 
community and for providing shared experiences that can act 
to create a sense of belonging to the community. 
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CHAPTER V 
CONCLUSIONS AND FURTHER QUESTIONS 
Introduction 
The purpose of this study was to explore and describe 
the meaning of the social concept of "community" and how it 
is nurtured within early childhood classrooms, as shared by 
teachers at a school committed to the task of building 
community. Four themes were presented and discussed in 
Chapter IV using the words of early childhood teachers at 
the Common School in western Massachusetts. Within these 
themes are the shared images that constitute the teachers’ 
complex educational discourse about community. These images, 
shaped and negotiated over time, are assumed to be guided by 
the teachers’ personal experience in various settings, in 
interaction with the values and ideas of the surrounding 
society of which these teachers are members (Zeichner, 
Tabachnick, and Densmore, 1987). 
This final chapter addresses the research questions 
which have guided this study. First, I review the teachers’ 
shared meaning of community and consider the process that 
led to this cohesive view of community. Next, I explore the 
teachers’ images and metaphors in terms of how they relate 
to and are framed by ideas from three areas of the 
literature that impact the nature of early childhood 
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classrooms: (1) children’s development, (2) the ecology of 
the classroom, and (3) philosophical and cultural ideas 
concerning community and, more generally, the relationship 
of the individual to the group. Finally, I conclude the 
chapter by outlining questions that could be pursued in 
future research and by proposing a theoretical framework for 
guiding this research. 
A Shared Meaning For Classroom Community 
The study asked the question: Is there a shared meaning 
that teachers give to the social concept of "community" 
within classrooms for young children (three to eight years- 
old) at a school committed to community-building? If so, 
what is this meaning? 
I found that the early childhood teachers at the Common 
School used shared images and metaphors as they talked about 
community and the process of community-building and related 
group processes within their classrooms and school. In 
Chapter IV, I analyzed and discussed these images and 
metaphors under four themes. In this section, I review the 
teachers’ shared meaning, before considering the ways in 
which a cohesive view of classroom community has evolved at 
the Common School. 
The theme, The Community Reflects the Individual, 
details the teachers’ attempts to create a community which 
respects and values individual differences. Each child (and 
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adult) has expertise that he or she brings to and develops 
within the community. This expertise is acknowledged within 
a wide definition of valuable skills. There exists mutual 
community knowledge of each member’s profile of both 
strengths and weaknesses. As such, individuals are 
encouraged to act as "resources" to the learning of other 
community members. The community brings together a 
complementary array of individual differences that cements 
interdependence between autonomous actors. 
A classroom community is seen to reflect the 
personalities, skills, and ideas of its individual members. 
Teachers not only distinguish between individual children, 
but also see the unique collection of individuals in any 
classroom community as coming together to form the unique 
identity, of each year’s group. Teachers share an image of 
the importance for children to have opportunities to 
contribute "input" into the curriculum of the classroom. 
Children need to brainstorm and discuss ideas for projects 
and events and have the space and time to share and evolve 
together their ideas for play and work relatively free of 
adult intervention. Group discussion is seen to provide a 
key venue for sharing and negotiating ideas of mutual 
interest to the community. The teachers invoke the metaphor 
of "ownership" to communicate the relationship that each 
individual should feel toward the program of the community. 
This image of ownership reaches beyond the idea of 
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individual possession of work or products to express the 
connection of each child to shared endeavors. By having 
"input," teachers feel that the children become "invested 
in" these endeavors; that is, each child feels a sense of 
commitment and responsibility to the community. 
The teachers’ celebration of individuality seems to 
translate into particular images about the nature of 
community relations. These images are described within the 
theme, Inclusion versus Exclusion. Each child has the right 
to be included by others as an individual with unique ideas, 
interests, and identity, and a parallel responsibility not 
to exclude others on the same basis. More specifically, 
teachers share a concept of inclusion related to young 
children’s need to feel comfortable and secure in their 
interactions with other community members. Children’s 
feelings should be protected and individuality supported. 
This image of "comfort" is also expressed as a 
balancing act and related to the "boundary" metaphors used 
by these teachers. On the one hand, the teachers share a 
concern and respect for the individual’s privacy, sense of 
personal control, and ownership of personal products. These 
boundaries protect individuals from interference by the 
group, and in a sense, legitimize a certain level of 
exclusion. At the same time, teachers recognize the 
importance of both "stretching" and building "bridges" 
across children’s boundaries (gender, developmental, and 
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personal). The teachers share an image of community that 
requires multiple social, intellectual, and emotional 
"connections" between community members. Children are valued 
for their ability to be flexible in their relationships. 
Indeed, rigid "gangs" are believed to limit personal freedom 
through their exclusion of the social and intellectual 
possibilities that come through connection to others in the 
classroom and school-wide community. 
While teachers expect caring friendships to exist 
within a community, they nevertheless do not require intense 
friendship bonds between all members. Rather, they emphasize 
the children’s psychological and affective openness to the 
ideas and practices of a diverse group of individuals. The 
teachers value perspective-taking and empathy as hallmarks 
of community relations, as expressed in their focus on 
encouraging children to "reflect" on the impact of their 
actions on the feelings and ideas of others. They emphasize 
perspective-taking, in part, as a balance to the self¬ 
absorption and dominance of some children. In all, the 
teachers view the negotiation of personal boundaries as 
critical to the building of community. 
Teachers believe that it takes considerable time for 
children to feel truly comfortable and establish flexible 
connections within the community. The teachers take on the 
role of modeling these ways of interacting. The availability 
of second-year veterans in the mixed-age classrooms and 
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regular contact with older children in the school is also 
critical in providing children with both models of community 
relations and the time to slowly become a fully-fledged 
member of the community. This image of community is 
communicated by the theme and teacher metaphor of Learning 
the Ropes. The teachers view opportunities for interaction 
across the age-range as supporting the dual roles of veteran 
(expert, pro) and novice (fledgling). While veterans act as 
models and holders of information about the parameters and 
nature of the classroom community, the novices gradually 
grow to "learn the ropes" and acquire the confidence and 
experience necessary to contribute to the ongoing process of 
change in their community. The "ropes" include: agreed upon 
rules, a storehouse of experiences and memories, and ways of 
interacting and going about your work. Teachers value the 
idea that a community provides children with the opportunity 
to experience different "standings" in relation to other 
members. The older children’s role in transmitting the 
culture of the classroom to new members is an example of the 
teachers’ image of community as existing within a continuum 
of time that has roots in the past and a vision for the 
future. 
In all, these teachers have a vision of community that 
includes a careful balancing of the freedom they value and 
the structure they feel necessary in building community. 
These images form the theme, Freedom and Structure. In 
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particular, the teachers support the children’s independence 
from adults through opportunities for child-initiated ideas 
and activity. Child-initiated activity is seen to have a 
spontaneous and emotively contagious quality that energizes 
and binds young children together in a way that is difficult 
for teachers to replicate. Teachers assume the role of 
facilitator, setting up the environment and encouraging the 
sharing of ideas. 
Teachers see children’s ability to operate as 
successful and confident members of the peer group as 
critical to community. Children should be able to make 
choices in play and solve interpersonal problems that arise, 
without the need for intervention from adults. Given this 
freedom, the teachers also see the need for teacher- 
initiated structures that help to bind children and adults 
together by dealing with community problems and celebrating 
their shared experiences. Group problem-solving discussions 
provide a public forum for finding solutions to difficult 
issues and establishing ground-rules for guiding the 
community. Moreover, the teachers support events which are 
intended to provide celebratory experiences which are shared 
by the entire class or school-wide community. The teachers 
view these routines, rituals, and celebrations as offering a 
historical grounding for new and old members, as well as a 
responsiveness to the creativity and enthusiasm of 
individuals in the present community. 
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Within these shared images of classroom community are 
key values, such as freedom and respect for the uniqueness 
of each child, that would be eagerly agreed upon by teachers 
at almost any North American schools. The extent of the 
shared meaning at the Common School, though, goes beyond 
what might be expected in any school, to include a 
reasonably cohesive understanding of the relationship 
between the individual and the community. Progressive 
schools, in general, value independent thinking by teachers 
as a mark of professional decision-making (Goodman, 1992). 
During a discussion about my analysis with the Director of 
the Common School, Max agreed that the progressive movement 
tended to focus on teacher independence, but remarked that 
he felt the Common School teachers reflected an unusual 
degree of cohesion in ideas. In a similar vein, one of the 
teachers in Pistoia, Italy, talked about the very conscious 
attempts to create a "homogeneity" in teaching approaches 
amongst the early childhood teachers of her town: 
In our pedagogical experience that we have 
developed over a long time, one very important 
aspect is the continuity and the unification of 
styles and attitudes among adult 
[educators]....certainly each educational itinerary 
that includes at least six to eight meetings, tends 
to establish very strong relationships. What we 
have tried to achieve in these years is a 
homogeneity of style and behavior among adults of a 
particular community. (So/P10/485) 
This Italian teacher was talking about system-wide attempts 
to create a shared approach to education, not dictated from 
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above, but negotiated over time by teachers. My sense is 
that the Common School teachers might express concerns about 
such attempts at "homogeneity" because of their focus on 
individuality. Even so, in many ways the Common School 
teachers do operate as a community of teachers in ways 
similar to the Italian description above. 
How does cohesion in ideas come about at the Common 
School? I argue that together the teachers provide a broad 
model of how they see community operating and progressing in 
their classrooms and the school-at-large. Teachers enter a 
school which has a "founding vision." This vision was 
established by Emily L. Johnson, the founder of the school, 
and is communicated in the school’s handbook and frequently 
invoked in newsletters and speeches. Throughout the 25 year 
history of the school, Johnson’s ideas have been used by the 
teachers as the launching points for discussion of current 
issues at the school. For instance, Johnson’s belief that 
the curriculum should "provide a deep cushion of metaphor" 
has been raised during the recent dialogue on the need for 
greater diversity in the school population (The Common 
School Newsletter. 20 (1), April, 1990, pp. 1-2). During 
this study, veteran teachers sometimes referred to "guiding 
principles" of the school to explain the purpose behind 
curriculum choices. Even Betty, who was only temporarily 
teaching in the kindergarten, could readily identify and 
reflect on the school’s founding vision. In this sense, 
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teachers enter as new members into a community (the school) 
that provides a history, a frame of reference, and a vision. 
For instance, there was no doubt amongst any of the teachers 
that community-building was a central principle of the 
school. Some teachers talked about how they inherited 
certain rituals or aspects of the curriculum from teachers 
who had gone before them. I also noted that the most recent 
(and usually younger) members of the teaching staff were 
less versed and confident in the educational discourse of 
the Common School than those who had taught there for four 
or more years. 
Certainly, these principles form a nicely articulated 
vision that presents the Common School at its most cohesive. 
My discussions with the Director and observation of his role 
in video-reflective interviews led me to see Max as the 
official voice of the school. Max has a finger on the pulse 
of ideas at the school, attempting to reflect them 
adequately in a package that brings many voices together 
under the framework of broad principles. He had no 
difficulty in spotlighting the issues with which teachers 
were presently struggling as a group. In this sense, there 
was also a dynamism that existed beneath the package of 
shared ideas. The teachers’ community included forums for 
discussing and negotiating the meaning of principles within 
the context of current issues of concern. Each semester the 
teaching staff took part in a "Philosophy Day." Planned and 
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facilitated by a different partnership of teachers each 
time, these days offer a time to reflect upon and negotiate 
the purposes that these teachers have as a group. In 
particular, these days provide a setting for negotiating 
shared meanings amongst the teachers, bringing teachers 
together in a common experience, and at the very least, 
making them aware (as Max was) of the issues on the minds of 
colleagues. Discussions were further pursued within weekly 
teaching staff meetings that focused more specifically on 
issues regarding children, the curriculum, and school 
organization. Philosophical discussions also spilled over 
into other public forums. School community meetings (which 
included parents) and the semi-monthly newsletter were two 
such forums for adults to initiate, continue, or wrap-up 
dialogue about important issues, such as how to create 
greater diversity in the school population or reach out to 
the local neighborhood community. 
The cohesiveness of ideas, though, should not be 
interpreted as an absence of individual perspectives and 
interpersonal conflict. Indeed, the collective forums 
discussed above provide a place for the spelling out and 
negotiation of individual ideas. I witnessed some of this 
happening within team interviews, and more often, in the 
cross-cultural video-reflective interviews attended by most 
of the teacher informants. For example, one teaching team 
displayed differences in their views about the extent of 
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gender-typed behavior in the classroom. In general though, 
the close working relationships of the teaching teams seemed 
to result in considerable agreement. Within the larger 
teaching group there were differing views about expectations 
for children during group meetings and for approaches to 
conflict intervention. In addition, two teachers born and 
raised in Europe seemed more readily critical of certain 
values than were other teachers. Both teachers commented 
after an interview that teachers and parents were 
overprotective of the feelings of children and too quick 
times to intervene in conflict. In another instance, one 
these teachers argued that parents were too focused on 
advocacy of their own child rather than being concerned 
about the child’s success as part of the social group: 
at 
o f 
What I think is that everybody says they send their 
child to nursery school because of the social 
opportunity, right, that’s the standard thing. You 
go to nursery school to socialize, then go to 
kindergarten to get ready for first grade, and then 
in first grade you’re ready to fly. [The nursery] 
is really the place you socialize. And except for 
the concern for, "Does my kid have a friend?," 
there is hardly a parent concern about socializing. 
What they are concerned with most is, "Is the child 
happy in school?," which is perfectly legitimate 
and, "Does the child have a personal friend?" Not, 
"Is the child a good member of the group?" and "How 
is my child doing?" (GS/I2/1282) 
These differences were relatively minimal with regard 
to the focus of this study. In part, this is probably due to 
the long-standing and agreed upon commitment of the school 
to the venture of community-building. Teachers appeared to 
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be proud of the school’s efforts in this regard, with 
teachers mentioning similar limits and difficulties. This is 
not to say that the teachers held an homogenous view on all 
educational issues. There are topics, that were not the 
concern of this study or did not happen to enter the 
conversation, that would have provoked more substantial 
disagreement or uncertainty amongst the teachers. 
It should also be remembered that these interviews were 
directed by outside researchers and intended for public 
view. As such, they probably reflect a tempered version of 
the teachers’ interpersonal negotiations. Indeed, the 
Director felt that a philosophy day would be too intimate a 
forum of teacher relationships for me to observe as an 
outsider. Even so, I would argue that this study was 
substantially successful in reaching beyond the school’s 
publicly articulated package of ideas to draw out the 
dynamic and often implicit images that teachers share about 
building community. In a response to a written draft of the 
study’s findings the Director wrote: 
The themes you extract seem relevant to the School 
as I know it, and to ongoing discussions.... The 
care you have taken to connect generalizations to 
raw data, and to honor in your draft the 
sensibilities that underlie our sometimes awkward 
expressions, comes through clearly, (personal 
communication, April 28, 1992) 
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Relationship to Developmental Ideas 
The intent of this section is not to judge the 
empirical accuracy of the teachers’ developmental 
expectations of children. The importance of understanding 
teacher ideas about development derives from the way these 
assumptions guide expectations of what community can mean in 
early childhood classrooms. Teachers and other adults who 
have responsibility for children’s lives construct beliefs 
about how development proceeds based on shared folk wisdom 
and access to current educational knowledge and ideas 
(Edwards and Gandini, 1989; Edwards, in press). These ideas 
are assumed to influence, not only the teachers’ goals and 
practice related to community-building, but also their 
understanding of how classroom life proceeds. This section 
concerns the question: in what ways do the teachers’ images 
of community relate to ideas in the literature about young 
children’s development? 
The Common School teachers recognize the uniqueness of 
each child and have an image of community that must stretch 
to accommodate these individual differences. Indeed, an 
important rationale for mixed-age groupings in the nursery 
classrooms is their power to accommodate to a wide range of 
development. The teachers’ discourse in this study was 
saturated with anecdotes about individual children rather 
than broad generalizations about development. The teachers, 
though, appreciate personality and prior social experience 
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as much as developmental difference, as the source of both 
potential and limitation in a young child’s community 
participation. They expect, for instance, that children who 
are self-confident rather than shy will be able to share and 
negotiate their ideas more successfully, while children who 
have enjoyed a great deal of one-on-one attention from 
parents may have difficulty in recognizing and including the 
agendas of other children. Even so, the Common School 
teachers do have developmental expectations that influence 
their approach to community-building during early childhood. 
The image of an "inclusive" community stresses the 
importance of children appreciating the perspectives of 
others. In this regard, the Common School teachers 
recognize, but are not constrained by the notion of 
egocentrism in early childhood. Children are, at times, 
"self-absorbed" or "self-centered" to such an extent that 
they are not open to the ideas and interests of their peers. 
Teachers deal with this limitation in two ways. First, they 
take opportunities to draw children’s attention to the ideas 
of others in the group during everyday activity and within 
the context of group meetings. In this sense, children are 
rarely expected to engage in the more sophisticated forms of 
perspective-taking described by Selman (1980), rather, the 
emphasis is on children noticing and becoming interested in 
the observable activity and products of peers. Second, 
teachers take an active role in encouraging children to 
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"reflect" on their own actions and the resulting impact on 
the feelings and actions of other community members. These 
attempts to help children to become more self-reflective are 
key to the teachers’ facilitation of conflict resolution. 
While the teachers clearly feel that preschoolers struggle 
with becoming more conscious of their own actions, their 
interventions seem to reject the absolute constraints of 
egocentrism noted by Piaget (1932/1977). 
The pursuit of community-building does appear to push 
these teachers to consider the potential sociocentrism of 
young children. A social view of the child is most obvious 
in the teachers’ appreciation of the preschooler’s ability 
to empathize and share affect with others. The ritual 
activities that are part of the curriculum have a strong 
affective content which can be shared by all the 
participants. These activities have qualities that are 
similar to the peer routines observed by Corsaro (1988a). 
Child-initiated play is valued, in part, because it holds 
the potential for spontaneity; an unusual idea or action can 
flow through the group and energize and excite everyone 
(Sherman, 1975). The preschooler’s affective openness to 
others has been described by researchers as an indication of 
the child’s sociocentrism (Dunn, 1988; Stern, 1985; 
Trevarthen, 1987). Moreover, the preschooler’s drive to 
initiate and feel competent (Erikson, 1950) is seen by the 
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Common School teachers as a source of fuel for the entire 
community, not just the individual. 
Given this potential for connecting with others, the 
teachers can see perspective-taking as desirable, but not 
essential for community participation. For instance, 
collaborative engagement (the exchange and negotiation of 
ideas), particularly within in-depth studies, is recognized 
as more typical of the kindergarten and older grades than 
the nursery classrooms. In these older groups, there is 
shared, intense focus on particular questions requiring a 
sophisticated ability to communicate. Feedback between 
children becomes more specific and helpful than are the 
emotionally charged comments of younger children. In 
contrast, the themes and projects in the nursery classrooms 
provide much looser contexts for building creative and 
socially cooperative play. Group discussions tend to be a 
forum for pooling ideas rather than negotiating or co¬ 
constructing them. The kindergarten year, it seems, serves 
as a transition point from a focus on affect in community 
relations to more concern for the sharing of intellect. In 
all, the Common School teachers seem to enact the conclusion 
of Damon (1988) that the young child is both egocentric and 
sociocentric in different ways and in different situations. 
Teachers were vigilant is prefacing answers about abilities 
with "it depends." 
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Given this view of perspective-taking ability, the 
Common School teachers support the preschoolers growing 
autonomy, that is, the ability to interact cooperatively 
with peers, free from adult constraint (Piaget, 1925/1955). 
Children are encouraged to resolve their own conflicts with 
peers and to participate in deciding on the rules needed to 
address issues of concern to all community members. While 
the teachers recognize that children may still be at times 
dependent on adult authority, they nevertheless feel it is 
worthwhile to give preschoolers opportunities to think 
through and resolve real problems with the support of an 
adult as advocated by Kohlberg and Lickona (1990). Finally, 
in terms of autonomy, it is clear that teachers do not 
emphasize the idea of separation from others. To the 
contrary, they feel it is important to encourage awareness 
of others and a sense of connection. 
Community in the preschool classroom is seen, in part, 
as a matter of "getting along": enabling children to relate 
comfortably with other members. Children are believed to 
enter the classroom community with very different skills in 
this regard. Fortunately, the mixed-age community provides 
the opportunity for these new members to "apprentice" under 
the guidance of adult and "expert" peer models. As suggested 
by Rogoff (1990), these more expert members of the community 
pass on the culture of the community; novices have the time 
to observe and grow into that culture. Rituals and other 
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group activities, such as the drama-meeting in the 
nurseries, are flexible enough in structure to respect 
individual differences while providing opportunities for 
complex social involvement. The Common School teachers seem 
to be able to both respect an individual’s developmental 
readiness to venture out and participate, while at the same 
time providing a context in which more experienced community 
members can stretch a novice’s abilities and provide a 
vision of future possibilities (Vygotsky, 1930-35/1978). 
Relationship to Ideas about the Ecology of the Classroom 
This section concerns the question: in what ways do the 
teachers’ images of community relate to ideas in the 
literature about the ecology of early childhood group 
settings? Three aspects of classroom ecology are considered: 
(1) the effects of being a group, (2) the nature of the peer 
group and its relationship to adults, and (3) the 
significance of same-age and cross-age interaction between 
children. 
Classrooms bring groups of children and their teachers 
together to spend time in the same space; they have been 
described as imposing an almost alien environment of 
constraints and limitations on individuals (Jackson, 1978; 
Kidder, 1989). Given this shared group ecology, teachers 
deal with the human dynamics of the classroom in different 
ways. Routines, rules, and physical arrangements form a 
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"hidden curriculum" of the classroom that can act to achieve 
a sense of separation or a sense of collectivity between its 
members (Lubeck, 1985; Nimmo, 1988; Suransky, 1982). For 
instance, teachers often see the classroom as dominated by 
"crowds"; they respond the these crowds by encouraging 
children to work separately, ignore the social milieu around 
them, and develop a sense of "possession" over what they 
produce (Bricker, 1989; Gatto, 1992; Giroux and Penna, 1983; 
Goodman, 1992; Jackson, 1968, 1983; Suransky, 1982). At the 
Common School, teachers believe that the shared environment 
of the classroom presents the necessity to address group 
relations by assisting children to "get along." If preschool 
children were instead home all day with their families, 
teachers would have little concern with how they "function" 
as a member of a peer group. The school setting requires 
early childhood teachers to be concerned with the 
development of social skills, such as helping, cooperating, 
and resolving conflicts (Bredekamp, 1987). Nevertheless, 
observational studies of preschools suggest that teachers’ 
attention to social skills does not always result in the 
building of a strong sense of belonging to a community 
(Lubeck, 1985; Nimmo, 1988; Suransky, 1982; Tobin, Wu, and 
Davidson, 1989). At the Common School, though, teachers view 
group relations in the classroom as meaning more than a 
collection of individuals operating harmoniously in the same 
space. They see the classroom as presenting a context for 
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actively encouraging connections between children and 
building community. 
There is, though, a parallel concern at the Common 
School for the individual’s experience in the group; that 
is, how can children maintain a sense of self-esteem and 
control in the busy life of the classroom? The teachers’ 
discourse around "ownership" and the negotiation of 
"boundaries" is the clearest evidence of this dual agenda. 
Certain work and activity in the curriculum is defined as 
personally owned and controlled, but this same work often 
contributes to a shared ritual or celebration. Teachers 
encourage comfortable connections between children, and yet 
they also allow for private time and space and guard against 
the interference of others’ rights. In all, the response to 
the group environment by the teachers in this study suggests 
a balancing of the potential it presents for building 
community with a value of individual needs. In particular, 
the favorable teacher to child ratio in the classrooms 
assists the teachers in achieving this balance. While 
teachers do not see their role as one of directing and 
intervening in children’s play, the availability of many 
adults means that individual children can easily be given 
the one-on-one attention they desire. 
The building of community in the classroom also leads 
teachers at the Common School to consider the nature of the 
peer group and its relationship to adults. Corsaro (1985; 
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1988a) has described the emergence of a peer culture in 
early childhood group settings as the children discover 
their mutual interests and delight in doing things together. 
A sense of community is enacted through affect-laden 
routines and rituals which exist largely outside of, though 
sometimes in response to, the curriculum and rules proposed 
by adults. The teachers in my study share Corsaro’s 
appreciation of, and delight in, a vibrant peer culture of 
jokes, routines, and maneuverings around adult order. For 
instance, in encouraging interaction across the age-groups 
the teachers realize that it is unlikely that older children 
will transmit just the official version of school-life; 
rather, they will add their own perspective on the way 
things are. In this sense, peer culture is accepted as an 
energizing aspect of classroom and school life that gives 
children a deep sense of ownership over the meaning and 
identity of their community. This is not the social 
conformism to the authority of an undifferentiated 
collective of peers as observed by Bronfenbrenner (1970) and 
Tobin, et al. (1989) in their accounts of preschool life in 
China and the former Soviet Union. 
The ecology of any schooling institution provides the 
framework for a peer culture, but not necessarily one that 
is supportive of community. A lack of identification with 
the aims and values of teachers could bind children together 
in a purely oppositional and potentially divisive way 
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(Dyson, 1989; Fernie, Kantor, Klein, Meyer, and Elgas, 
1988). The classroom community described in this study 
clearly involves a peer culture less fragmented from the 
adult world. The "child collective" thrives within a 
curriculum and structure created by the teachers in a 
similar way to the "dynamic intersection" of peer and school 
cultures described by Fernie et al. (1988). Spontaneous 
child-initiated play is valued by the Common School teachers 
as a critical source of learning and teachers provide the 
time and space for this play to emerge. Teachers might 
participate in play to provoke or sustain children’s 
interest, but, similar to Paley (1986), quickly withdraw in 
order to observe and learn about the drama and the roles 
children enact. They see ritual activity, such as the 
dramatization of children’s stories, as a framework in which 
jokes and story-lines become symbols of shared meaning and 
collective identity. McNamee (1987) reached a similar 
conclusion about the symbolic power of children’s dramatized 
stories from her research in a preschool classroom. Not only 
do the Common School teachers provide these structure, they 
also act as "scribes," recording and collecting children’s 
stories as part of the history and myth of the classroom 
community (Jones and Reynolds, 1992). The teachers thus see 
themselves as facilitating, observing, and delighting in 
peer culture. Moreover, the teachers support a core of 
activity and celebration (e.g., weekly "sings") throughout 
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the school that invites children and adults to participate 
in common experiences. 
Community at the Common School also means that children 
have access to areas of classroom life that Jackson (1968; 
1983) argues are typically the domain of teachers: 
specifically, the imposition of rules and the control of 
power. Even the preschoolers at the Common School are seen 
to be actively involved in establishing and passing on the 
parameters of their community. Teachers value opportunities 
for children to exercise control within the curriculum and 
hold regular group discussions as a way of enabling children 
to have input into the official curriculum. Goodman (1992) 
notes that community-building can also include a blurring of 
the boundaries around the personal lives of teachers, as 
out-of-school experiences are shared with the children. In 
this study, though, this sharing of teachers’ personal lives 
as part of classroom community was not an aspect that 
entered into the discourse. In all, classroom community at 
the Common School involves shared teacher-child culture, 
together with a good deal of overlap between worlds that are 
primarily the domains of either children or adults, as 
observers, facilitators, and occasionally, participators. 
Finally, the ecology of the typical classroom places 
children in daily contact with same-age peers. Interaction 
with children of similar developmental level and interests 
encourages children to engage in social comparison (Edwards, 
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in press; Whiting and Edwards, 1988). By noticing how they 
differ from their peers in skills and ideas, children are 
given the opportunity to develop their self-concept. The 
early childhood profession in this country has been critical 
of schools which use competition between children (or groups 
of children) as a source of learning motivation (Elkind, 
1987; Tobin et al., 1989). Bricker (1989) argues that many 
liberal teachers face a dilemma in wanting to recognize 
individual differences in their children while attempting at 
the same time to focus the children’s attention away from 
these differences. The teachers in this study approach the 
issue of social comparison differently, being guided by the 
task of community-building. Their image of children as 
"resources" to others’ learning means that an awareness of 
each child’s profile of strengths and weaknesses is 
important public knowledge for the community. Research 
indicates that establishing the individual expertise of 
classroom members can foster collaborative learning (Cooper, 
Marquis, and Ayers-Lopez, 1982). Children are appreciated as 
"experts" while simultaneously accepted for their dependency 
on the expertise of others. In this way, learning at the 
Common School can be viewed as a social process involving 
autonomous actors as advocated by Bricker (1989). Indeed, 
recent critiques of the homogeneous learning environment of 
the typical elementary classroom have called for a return to 
an "apprenticeship model" in which peers and teachers share 
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expertise in socially meaningful, joint ventures (Farnham- 
Diggory, 1990; Gardner, 1992; Gatto, 1992; Rogoff, 1990). 
At the Common School the dynamics between children are 
further influenced by the opportunities provided for cross¬ 
age interaction. Whiting and Edwards (1988) argue that a 
social setting that includes children of different ages 
results in particular kinds of interaction. Younger children 
tend to elicit nurturance and other prosocial behaviors from 
older companions, while the older children elicit imitation, 
observation, and dependency from those who are younger in 
the group. This view of cross-age interaction is similar to 
the Common School teachers’ image of the "veteran” and 
"novice" roles within a classroom community. Cross-age 
interaction is particularly relevant at the Common School 
given that the early childhood classrooms are situated 
within a school which provides access to older elementary 
children. These cross-age interactions provide a framework 
for community-building that goes beyond the potential of a 
purely same-age setting. In particular, the teachers use 
this aspect of the ecology of the Common School classrooms 
as a way to affirm their image of community as caring and 
constitutive of personal identity. 
Relationship to Philosophical and Cultural Ideas 
This section concerns the question: in what ways do the 
teachers’ images of community relate to Western 
263 
philosophical and cultural ideas used to discuss community 
and, more generally, the relationship between the individual 
and the group? Specifically, I consider the ways in which 
the Common School teachers deal with two dichotomies that 
have influenced thinking in these areas: (1) rights - care; 
and, (2) freedom - structure. 
The teachers begin with the early childhood field’s 
focus on the uniqueness of each child (Bredekamp, 1987; 
Hendrick, 1992; Tobin et al, 1989). Their stories are laced 
with references to individual children and how these 
differences are accommodated in the classroom. The teachers 
clearly value children’s confidence and ability to act 
autonomously. Not surprisingly, social relations based on 
justice and the rights of individuals (Piaget, 1932/1977; 
Rawls, 1971) structure the teachers’ images of community in 
important ways. After all, the idea that every individual 
has a right to seek personal happiness, equally protected by 
rules and procedures, is a deeply held value amongst middle- 
class Euro-Americans (Bellah, Sullivan, Swidler, and Tipton, 
1985). The teachers at the Common School believe that 
personal interests should be able to be pursued without 
interference from peers and that children have rights of 
ownership over the products of their labors. In all, the 
teachers accept the need to facilitate the negotiation of 
social and physical boundaries that will protect individuals 
from being overwhelmed by others in the group. 
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Given their pursuit of community, though, the teachers’ 
respect for individual rights is clearly not structured 
around supporting an individual’s sense of separation from 
others and the group. The guiding principle at the school is 
inclusion, not exclusion. Opportunities to stretch 
boundaries and build social connections between children are 
valued. The idea of ownership extends beyond a concern for 
personal possession to link individual ideas, interests, and 
skills to the identity and goals of the group. The teachers’ 
attention to individual differences results in an awareness 
of the unique make-up of each classroom group. Each child 
has the right and responsibility to contribute "input" into 
the direction of the curriculum with group discussion 
providing a forum for this purpose. In this way, the child’s 
autonomy actually enables him or her to function as a 
valuable member of the community. 
In a sense, this image of "input" represents the 
essence of democracy at the Common School. Democracy is more 
a structure for ensuring a dynamic and responsive community- 
life than a way to protect individual rights. The dichotomy 
between individual rights and an ethic of care for the group 
becomes blurred. Echoing a Deweyan conception of democracy, 
the Common School teachers see democracy as a way to build a 
community that reflects individual differences and by so 
doing, insure a sense of responsibility and support for that 
community and all its members (Dewey, 1916; Goodman, 1992). 
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In these ways, democracy at the Common School includes more 
than the basic process of "having a say" and then voting as 
observed by Tobin et al. (1989) in their ethnography of a 
preschool in this country. 
In reviewing the words of the Common School teachers, I 
have found that there is no clear line between the ethic of 
rights and that of care. For instance, the individual is 
viewed as being a resource for other community members in a 
reciprocal sharing of expertise. It is difficult to unravel 
whether this sharing of resources is conceived as a matter 
of rights or an expression of care. An ethic of care 
(Gilligan and Wiggens, 1988; Noddings, 1984) focuses on the 
affiliative relationships of the group and concern for the 
difficulties of others. Goodman (1992) argues that a 
"connectionist" approach to education (a focus on social 
responsibility) must be grounded in such an ethic. In 
contrast to an ethic of care, attention to justice is 
believed to shift the concern onto ensuring one’s own needs 
are met within a rational consideration of the claims of 
others. 
Even the issue of conflict brings justice and care into 
play at the Common School. In expecting children to 
independently resolve their conflicts, teachers encourage 
children to "reflect" on the impact of their actions by 
taking on the perspectives of their classmates. While this 
focus on perspective-taking is based on a belief in the 
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rights of individuals, the children’s attachment to others 
means that this process also arouses empathic concern. In 
the Common School meaning of community, the procedures of 
justice might best be described as a "safety net" which is 
only needed when acts of generosity, care, and friendship 
fail to comfortably include everyone (Bricker, 1989). Group 
problem-solving discussions, which often result in the 
establishment of rules, are primarily concerned with issues 
that impact the life of the community, not just the rights 
of individuals. Even the focus on cross-age interaction in 
the teachers’ image of community emphasizes a commitment to 
nurturant relations between powerful members of the 
community and young novices. Rather than being equal 
relations, these interactions are valued as providing 
children the opportunity to experience different standings 
within a community. 
Finally, while children are supported to feel confident 
within the community, there was little talk of "empowering" 
children with an awareness of their individual rights. If 
anything, the teachers are aware of the strong sense of 
personal power that many of the children already have upon 
entry into the school. Certainly, building a sense of 
empowerment is a critical focus for children belonging to 
social groups that are subjected to prejudice and bias in 
this society (Derman-Sparks and the ABC Taskforce, 1989). 
The children at the Common School, though, principally come 
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from privileged socioeconomic backgrounds and the dominant 
Euro-American culture. Goodman (1992) argues that the 
existing individualism and privilege of such groups means 
that an emphasis on social connection and responsibility is 
a more appropriate focus than empowerment for the task of 
building community. 
The Common School teachers’ focus on the individual is 
more pointedly represented in their value of freedom. Bellah 
et al. (1985) refer to freedom as "perhaps the most 
resonant, deeply held American value" (p. 23). These 
researchers concluded that the essence of this value is 
separation from others and the constraints they pose. 
Certainly, separation from others is one aspect of the 
Common School teachers’ discourse. A child’s need for 
private and intimate time away from the hustle and bustle of 
the group is acknowledged. Teachers are concerned that 
children have opportunities to take control of portions of 
the daily curriculum as relief from the imposed agendas of 
others, particularly adults. Within the task of community¬ 
building, though, freedom also involves opportunities to 
express feelings and develop ideas that are believed to 
ignite the creativity and enthusiasm of other community 
members. Teachers view the children’s initiative and 
spontaneity as essential ingredients of community life. 
Typically, early childhood teachers believe that 
individual freedom is expressed through children’s 
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opportunities to make "choices,” albeit limited ones, during 
part of the daily program (Suransky, 1982; Tobin at al, 
1989). Hendrick (1992) argues that making choices is a 
process of exercising individual autonomy. The discourse of 
the Common School teachers stressed both the exercise of 
choice and the content of these choices. Teachers value 
"choice-time" in the curriculum as providing opportunities 
for child-initiated play, the sharing of interests amongst 
peers, and the consolidation of friendships. According to 
Lubeck (1985), the individualistic orientation of middle- 
class Euro-Americans is expressed in "child-centered" 
preschool programs. Adults focus on each child as a unique 
individual, giving her or him significant one-on-one 
attention. The Common School teachers, though, value the 
contributions of a vibrant and creative peer culture. 
Freedom at the Common School is clearly not limited to 
separation from others, it is also highly social in meaning. 
Linked with a discussion of freedom are notions of 
authoritarian constraint and structure. Goodman (1992) 
argues that for many radical educators in the free-school 
movement, "Freedom is viewed as the absence of external 
control over the individual" (p. 27). Within the mainstream 
of preschool education in this country, Tobin et al. (1989) 
found that teachers and parents identify a continuum that 
stretches between freedom and structure, with an appropriate 
program offering a moderate balance of these two extremes. 
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From this perspective, reasonable structure involves setting 
clear limits on behavior in order to develop appropriate 
social skills and a sense of order rather than chaos, while 
extremes in structure are believed to lead to passive 
conformity to adult authority. The idea of social conformity 
to the dictates and ideas of adults is likewise anathema to 
the Common School teachers. As mentioned previously, the 
teachers feel that independence from adults is important so 
that children can have the chance to autonomously resolve 
conflicts and initiate ideas. 
The Common School teachers also recognize a need to 
create "ground rules" to assist children to be able to 
"function" successfully within group discussion and 
activity. Their image of community, in a way typical of 
Euro-American preschool teachers, is based on notions of 
children’s "comfort," the pursuit of happiness, and the 
avoidance of conflict (Tobin et al, 1989). In contrast to 
this idea of "comfort," Suransky (1982) refers to a 
"conflict" model of human relations she observed in a day 
care center serving a low-income African-American 
population: 
At Martin Luther King [day care center]...there was 
an easy toleration of conflict as "natural for kids 
that age." Conflict was not separated out from the 
lived experience, but was considered inherent in 
the daily fabric of existence. The ease with which 
conflict was tolerated was inextricably tied to the 
subcultural tradition to which these children were 
linked, whose own history bore witness to conflict 
and struggle and not to order and social 
equilibrium, (p. 182) 
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Suransky suggests that teachers’ assumption of harmony and 
comfort in other preschools where she observed is linked to 
their socioeconomic privilege in this society. Certainly, 
the teachers and children at the Common School come from 
predominantly privileged backgrounds in which a sense of 
control over life is a stronger theme than conflict and 
struggle. 
The Common School teachers also view structure in ways 
that do not conceptualize it solely in terms of opposition 
to freedom. Children are believed to enter into a community 
that has a broadly-defined vision, including basic ground- 
rules and a history of past experiences and memories, that 
is passed on to newcomers by the teachers and the veteran 
children. In this sense, the Common School teachers accept, 
in part, Sandel’s (1982) conception of community; that is, 
that children are initially "constituted" by their community 
in ways that do not threaten individual freedom. The 
teachers’ image of community as being a reflection of its 
individual members means that novices are also encouraged to 
contribute to the identity of their community. Teachers 
actively support meetings, rituals, and celebrations which 
structure children’s group participation. Rather than being 
viewed as sources of limitation on children’s freedom, 
though, these structures are intended as ways for children 
to bring their individuality into the culture of the 
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community. There is freedom within these structures. Even 
when children imitate a ritualized joke, story, or behavior, 
it is not viewed as a sign of passive conformity to some 
authority. Instead, teachers see this as individual 
identification with the shared energy and excitement of 
being a member of the community. 
My sense is that the Common School teachers’ attention 
to how a classroom culture evolves over time considers 
issues largely absent from the early childhood literature. 
In that literature, young children are described as focused 
in the present; the past is simply an imposition on 
children’s freedom of expression. This image of the child as 
being defined by the present is connected to the 
individualism that pervades middle-class Euro-American 
culture. For instance, Bellah et al. (1985) found that many 
North Americans view the history or traditions of a 
community as "encumbrances" on the individual’s self- 
reliance and related freedom to make choices. In contrast, 
Jones and Reynolds (1992) propose that preschool teachers 
should act as "the keepers of metaphor - both a source and 
recorder of stories and images" (p. 122) that form the 
shared memories and meanings of the culture of a classroom. 
The Common School teachers accept such a role as an 
essential feature of building community. Furthermore, the 
mixed-age groups and access to the elementary school 
classrooms enables the early childhood teachers at the 
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Common School to foster community ties beyond the immediate 
group. 
Summary 
This study found that the teachers of young children at 
a school committed to community-building had a shared 
meaning for the concept of "community" in their classrooms 
and school. This meaning was represented by shared images 
and metaphors about community that the teachers used in 
their discourse about life in their classrooms. The 
teachers’ images of community were found to relate in many 
ways to contemporary educational ideas regarding children’s 
development, the ecology of the classroom, and philosophical 
and cultural perspectives. The Common School teachers’ 
discourse is clearly influenced by ideas that see the child 
as a unique individual at the center of the curriculum. This 
bias reflects, in part, the values of the predominantly 
middle-class, Euro-American background of the children and 
teachers at the school. 
Even with this cultural and philosophical bias, though, 
the teachers’ thinking in this study nevertheless avoided 
the dichotomy between individual and group that has been 
suggested in ethnographies of preschool classrooms (Lubeck, 
1985; Suransky, 1982). The teachers’ conscious pursuit of 
community (and their reflection on this commitment) seems to 
push them to consider ways to integrate the needs of the 
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individual with the goals of the group. Rather than a 
dichotomy, there is a dialectic of values and beliefs which 
presents challenges to the teachers that they negotiate 
through dialogue with others. 
Further Directions for Research 
I argue that genuine attempts to build community in 
early childhood classrooms should begin with teachers 
reflecting on what community actually means to them. What 
are the underlying assumptions and beliefs about the 
relationship between the individual and the group that guide 
their vision of community? The findings of this study 
provide one window into the complex process of balancing and 
integrating a value of the individual with a commitment to 
community-building. 
The principle method of video-reflective interviews in 
this study acted as an effective forum for provoking 
dialogue and co-construction of meaning between teachers. 
The findings that emerged from this process will, in turn, 
be a useful tool in initiating thought and discussion 
amongst other early childhood teachers. Teachers who have 
identified community-building as a broad aim of their 
programs, but have given little consideration to the 
specific implications for their practice, will have an 
opportunity to become more explicit. Teachers just beginning 
to consider alternative forms of group relations in their 
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classrooms will have useful starting points for reflection. 
Finally, teachers who are constrained by beliefs about the 
social limitations of preschoolers will discover new ways to 
think about the potential in group settings during the early 
years. 
The findings of the study challenge teacher educators 
and researchers to give greater consideration to the idea of 
group belonging in early childhood classrooms. While this 
aspect of elementary and high-school classrooms has become 
an important topic for research and discussion, there has 
been a very limited investigation of this issue in the field 
of early childhood. Investigations have generally focused on 
cultural groups in this country or in other countries with 
values and beliefs generally associated with a collectivist 
orientation. The real challenge, as I see it, is for 
research to begin to seriously address notions of the group 
and community in preschools and day care settings guided by 
a focus on the individual and the pursuit of autonomous 
behavior. The findings of this study strongly suggest that a 
conflict between individual and group is not inevitable, 
although there is a dialectic that must be constantly faced 
if community-building is to be more than a popular slogan in 
these times of fragmentation and alienation in U.S. society. 
This research represents just the beginnings of an 
understanding of community-building in early childhood 
education. The images raised by the Common School teachers 
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provide a useful understanding of some parameters of 
community-building. Based on these images, I propose the 
following theoretical framework for future investigations of 
the classroom community-building process: 
1. Community-building involves negotiating personal and 
interpersonal boundaries around and within that community. 
2. Community-building involves considering issues of 
individual and collective ownership in that community. 
3. Community-building involves ways of transmitting and 
shaping that community over time. 
4. Community-building involves considering the 
respective roles of, and relationships between adults and 
children in that community. 
5. Community-building involves creating a balance 
between freedom and structure in that community. 
Future research could begin by addressing the 
delimitations of the sample in this study. First, the 
teachers’ images of community in this study may have been 
influenced by being part of a school that encompassed the 
elementary grades and therefore offered the possibility of 
significant cross-age interaction. In addition, the early 
childhood teachers at the Common School participate in a 
professional dialogue that includes elementary educators who 
are not constrained by ideas about the developmental 
limitations of preschoolers. How would teachers in a more 
typical early childhood setting talk about community? 
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The Common School setting had other key features which 
might limit the transferability of the study’s findings. 
Groups were mixed-age with many children having two years in 
the same classroom. How would same-age classrooms influence 
teachers’ thinking about community? Does it matter whether 
children have more than one year with the same teacher or 
peers? While around half the preschoolers stayed on for an 
extended day with the same teachers, children at the Common 
School still had a significantly shorter time together than 
would be expected in day care. Would day care teachers have 
different ideas about the nature and significance of 
community for their children? 
Finally, the teachers in this study were chosen, in 
part, because they articulated individualistic values that 
might conflict with the pursuit of community. Individualism 
is a value-system that is associated with socioeconomic 
privilege and the dominant culture in this country. Despite 
the school’s attempts at bringing greater diversity into the 
population it serves, children and their families are 
generally Euro-American, college educated, and economically 
secure. While previous ethnographies of preschool classrooms 
have examined group-life in populations associated with a 
collectivistic orientation, these analyses may have over¬ 
simplified the cultural dilemmas faced by these groups in 
terms of community-building. More systematic research is 
needed to unearth these dilemmas. The task also remains to 
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examine community-building in schools with a diverse 
population of teachers and children. How would a classroom 
population reflecting substantial diversity in race, 
culture, ability, and/or socioeconomic class affect 
teachers’ views of community? How would teachers in 
preschool classrooms within the public sphere of education 
view community? What would be the role of conflict in these 
settings? 
An understanding of community-building in early 
childhood classrooms could also be mapped out through other 
lines of research. Participant observation and other 
ethnographic methods could begin to describe in more detail 
how community looks in practice and how it is built over 
time in classrooms and centers committed to this task. The 
findings of the present study offer some guidelines for this 
kind of research. Here are some important questions to begin 
addressing: Are there particular contextual factors which 
influence community-building, such as support and input from 
parents and the local neighborhood? What are the boundaries 
and overlap of children’s peer culture and the world of 
adults in the community of an early childhood classroom? Do 
certain children contribute to and thrive within a classroom 
community, while others experience difficulty within this 
kind of group arrangement? Can preschool children understand 
the idea of community and in what ways does a sense of 
belonging to community show in the behavior of a young 
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child? Finally, is there a relationship between a child’s 
sense of community in a classroom and other aspects of their 
learning and development, such a collaborative ability or 
moral orientation? 
The field of early childhood is saturated with the 
words and catch-phrases that define appropriate practice. 
Elizabeth Jones (1991) warns that: "Even as we use the 
’right’ words, we often mean different things by them" (p. 
59). As a profession, we have the tendency to avoid critical 
dialogue about the currently accepted hallmarks of our 
educational approach - choice, play, and child-centered 
curriculum. It is quite an event in the early childhood 
field when one’s sees a critical debate in the literature 
such as Kessler’s (1991) recent challenge to the 
professional creed of developmentally-appropriate practice. 
While the idea of community is becoming increasingly 
familiar in the dialogue of educators in this country, its 
meaning remains blurred and sometimes empty - a word that 
creates warm feelings but evokes little reflective thought. 
A commitment to building community requires that teachers 
and others involved in the lives of young children begin a 
dialogue that might challenge dearly held assumptions and 
expectations about the child’s place in the group. This 




INITIAL INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 
Teacher Information (completed after interview) 
1. What teacher training or other post-high School training 
have you had? 
2. What years have you taught at the Charter School? What 
were the positions you held / grade-levels you taught 
in? Who did you teach with? 
3. What other teaching experience or experience working 
with children have you had? Briefly describe the 
settings and the age level or position? 
4. Do you have any of your own children? What are their 
ages? Did/do they attend the Charter School? 
Interview Questions 
1. Do you see learning in the age group you work with as a 
collaborative process? If so, can you give some examples 
from your classroom experience? 
2. How do you (as a teacher) foster children learning from 
other children in your classroom? 
3. What problems and blocks have you encountered? 
4. Do you see children commenting on or responding to each 
other’s work? Can you give some examples? 
5. How do you respond to this sort of interaction? Is it 
something that you want to encourage or influence in any 
way? 
6. What problems have you encountered or might foresee? 
7. Do you feel that children in your age-group are able to 
"read" or interpret the goal of another child’s 
play/work? Can you give some examples you have seen? 
8. As the teacher, what role do you see for yourself, if 
any, in these sort of interactions? 
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9. Do you see children adopting shared goals in free or 
structured play in the classroom? 
10. How successful are the children in taking on and 
sustaining these goals? 
11. What problems have you encountered? 
12. What kinds of group projects do you plan or 
support/facilitate in your classrooms? 
13. Do they go smoothly? 
14. What is your rationale for group projects? What do you 
see as the essential ingredients? 
15. Are there children for whom it is difficult to get 
involved in collaborative learning? 
16. What do you do about that? Can you give some examples? 
17. To sum up, how would you describe collaborative learning 
(involvement/engagement)? 
18. What, in essence, is its importance for your specific 
age-group? 
Now I want to turn to a different topic, the child and the 
COMMUNITY: 
19. In your view, in what way do you see your classroom as a 
community? 
20. In what specific ways do you help the children to create 
this community? 
21. How do you connect the children to wider communities? 
Give some examples? 
22. What difficulties have you encountered? 
23. What are the limitations to the community you can create 
with this age-group of children? 
24. How about cross-sex relations? In terms of community? 
And collaboration? What are the limitations? 
/ 25 . In you experience, what kinds of difference between 
children are the most difficult to bridge in terms of 




1. Use preliminary observations and teacher interviews to 
ensure that areas particularly relevant to the focus of 
the study are included in the footage. 
2. At lea^st half of the videotape footage should feature 
teachers involved in work with two or more children. If 
the teacher is simply moving around the room supervising, 
or doing housekeeping tasks, focus on children working or 
playing together. 
3. Avoid videotaping in areas where children are working 
alone, with no interaction with peers or teachers. 
4. Videotape structured or spontaneous group projects and 
meetings as they occur, being guided by information from 
the teachers. 
5. Scan the entire space periodically in order to give a 
sense of the entire environment and the arrangement of 
classroom members. 
6. Videotape for between 5-15 minutes on any one scene being 
guided by natural breaks in the play. Group play or 
projects that continue for more than 15 minutes should be 
returned to at later points in the session to give a 
sense of how the activity has progressed. 
7. Frame composition should be taken into account so as to 
present visually satisfying images. 
8. When possible, videotaping should include "little 
dramas," that is, scenes that have the potential to 
stimulate discussion because of their emotional tension, 
ambiguity, or meaningfulness to the research focus on 
community and related social processes (Tobin, 1989). 
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APPENDIX C 
SEGMENTS AND PROBE QUESTIONS FOR VIDEO-REFLECTIVE INTERVIEWS 
Kindergarten Team Interview 
View Segment #1 
Two girls play with a balance beam and materials at the 
start of morning "choice-time." 
* One thing we thought about was that sometimes when the 
children are doing activities at the Charter School they 
will be working in or next to a teacher. In this case 
they are working by themselves with no teacher present. 
How would you see the advantages of this situation? 
* So does [that girl] just accept [the other girl taking 
over the materials]? 
View Segment #2 
Betty makes puppets with a small group. 
* What do you mean [by "the kids were oriented] 
individually"? 
* Was that your intent? 
* The fact that it is not going anywhere or it’s not part 
of an ongoing project, does that change how the activity 
seems to go? 
* How did you see your role there Betty? 
* I noticed that at the end of the video there was a point 
where you were explaining how to put the glue on. How do 
you see that fitting in with the activity, that kind of 
technique? 
* Do you think it is always [useful for children to find 
out technique for themselves]? 
* Do you think it’s hard for teachers to let children fail? 
View Segment #3 
Three boys build with large blocks and engage in dramatic 
play. One boy starts throwing objects at another boy. Betty 
observes and eventually intervenes. 
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* Well we could see you’re monitoring [behavior in the 
block area], you’re partly turned around for much of 
that, and then at a certain point you step in. When do 
you decide to intervene? 
* Why have you [taken yourself out of the middle of 
conf1icts ] ? 
* Do you have any base rules that you work out for the 
classroom that help them in solving their problems? I’m 
thinking particularly about, say, exclusion of kids from 
activities. Do they have some base that they all can draw 
f rom? 
View Segment #4 
Whole group meeting with teachers showing children’s work 
completed during the morning. 
* What were your goals as you described things [to the 
children]? 
* Why did you want to [show 
doing the activity]? 
* So you think that showing 
[an activity] entices the 
* Do you think [showing the 
the children different ways of 
them different ways of doing 
kids into doing the activity? 
kids’ projects] works? 
* What do you think is the advantage of the kids showing it 
as opposed to yourself? You were saying that you prefer 
to have the children show it. 
* Another thing that happened in this was the little fellow 
who’d been ["visiting"] talks about what he had done. 
What do you see as the benefits for the kids of 
["visiting"]? 
* Now when one child does go ["visiting"] and then comes 
back and shows the other children what he or she has 
done, what effect do you think that has on the other 
kids? 
* You said the siblings went over. Do the teachers in the 
other classes report that [the children] play with their 
siblings? 
* When you have the older kids [visiting your classroom], 
how does that go generally? 
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View Segment #5 
Two boys draw individual pictures of a guinea pig while 
sitting next to each other. The entire group is doing this 
activity at this time. 
* You can see that they are painting side-by-side. How is 
this experience different form painting by yourself for 
example? 
* Do you think that two children is different from a larger 
group? How would you compare the dyad situation? 
* How do you feel about it when the kids get so involved in 
the conversation that they don’t do anything on the thing 
they’re working on? 
View Segment #6 
Eleanor makes a papier-mache volcano with three boys during 
"choice-time" as part of study on Indonesia. 
* How would you describe [the boy with red shirt’s] role in 
the group or in general when he’s with the other kids? 
* Someone said they thought he was looking up at the camera 
all the time. Do you think he was conscious of the camera 
at all, or was that typical the way he was carrying on? 
View Segment #7 
Two boys draw and talk at a side table during "choice-time". 
* We noticed with the set-up, the small table against the 
wall, it seems to be in each of the classrooms, and we 
wanted to ask you about that. How it works as an 
environment for the kids? 
View Segment #8 
Return to the volcano activity. Child is telling jokes while 
the others work at the task. 
* First of all, we wanted you to comment on how you felt 
about the joking? 
* There wasn’t really anything we were fishing for in 
there. It was an example of something that we saw in some 
of the other classrooms in which the children were doing 
one thing with their hands and then they are having this 
other conversation that’s like on another whole level of 
thing that was happening. And we just thought that was 
interesting and wanted to get your reaction to that. 
* In this piece they had a task and it almost kept on going 
automatically, the little hands were coming out, things 
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were being dripped on and things like that. Is that 
something that you always see in this group? Does it 
always work that way, that they keeping doing the task? 
View Segment #9 
Betty leads a small group in a structured reading session. 
* This is a different kind of activity than goes on for 
most of the morning though? 
* How about group size in this kind of work that you do, 
these reading groups, I wanted to ask what you thought 
was the optimal group size? 
* How do you feel about a smaller size than four? Is there 
a minimum that you feel is ideal? 
Concluding Questions 
The teachers were asked whether they felt the video-edit 
accurately reflected important aspects of their program 
* Do these groups [in outside play] reflect what you see in 
the classroom, or are they new groupings? 
* Boys and girls will [play outside in large groups] \ 
together? 
* What’s interesting about rest-time? 
* You were mentioning some changes between when you did the 
play, that I got film of, and the Indonesian Shadow-play 
you’re doing now. What sort of differences to see with 
how it works now that it’s this much later in the year? 
Green Nursery Team Interview 
View Segment #1 
Three boys engage in dramatic play with playmobile figures 
in the manipulatives areas. This segment includes two scenes 
of the same three boys playing four months apart. During one 
scene a conflict occurs and June intervenes briefly. 
* Did the boys’ play together change in any way over the 
year? 
View Segment #2 
Mary and three children string necklaces from VCR parts as 
part of the theme on "machines.” 
* It’s a very small group there. How does your classroom 
set-up allow you to focus on such a small group of kids? 
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* So, you see it as an advantage to have to have such a 
small group then? 
* How do you find that changes the way the activity goes 
when you have a small number of kids as compared to a 
couple? 
View Segment #3 
Fantasy play in the block area featuring four girls and one 
boy. One girl is particularly directing the play which 
involves using boards as table settings. There is some talk 
about one girl’s new baby sister. 
* What do you think of that sort of cooperative play? (MS: 
What sort?) J’s version of cooperative play [in which she 
is the leader J. 
* We noticed that the teachers usually leave children alone 
in that area of the room. Is that a practice that you 
have? 
* What sorts of things do you learn [when observing 
children in play]? 
View Segment #4 
The same group seen in segment #3 are this time conversing 
at snack time. One child spills her juice and the teacher 
helps her clean it up. 
* Do you think that new girl gets anything out of being a 
part of that group with the other kids who are 
interacting so effectively? 
* We noticed that it was that one boy with all the girls 
and we wanted to ask how it goes for him to be one boy 
who is in at least two situations in an all girl group? 
* What about the girls in the group, how do they accept him 
into their group? 
* So [both gender groups were] interested in it, it was 
just a matter of the kind of grouping they were in? 
View Segment #5 
A girl brings a mask she has created to show Mary who is 
working with a small group on an activity. 
* We just wanted you to comment briefly on what are your 
goals when a child brings something to share or show to 
you? 
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* Why do you think that kind of [chiId-initiated] 
collaborative stuff works - how does it happens? Like in 
that situation with the houses - why do you think it took 
off so well? 
View Segment #6 
June helps a small group of children with the marble roll. 
* What do you see as your role here? 
* How does he go when he’s completely figured it out and 
somebody else hasn’t and they want to do it a completely 
different way? How does he deal with that? 
* Did you feel they were [focused individually] doing that 
there? 
* An outsider looking at the tape so far might notice how 
many building or manipulative or constructive toys you 
have. I wonder if you could comment on that? 
View Segment #7 
The children are seen during the book transition to group 
meeting time. Children are grouped in twos and threes 
quietly discussing their books. Mary asks a child to collect 
the books. He is joined by three other children who 
eventually take the books away. 
* Was that typical what we saw? 
* So are the kinds of groups and the interactions different 
from the free-play time we were looking at earlier? 
* We noticed that with the collection of the books it 
gradually grew to four or five kids there and it seemed 
to work pretty well- [MS:On that particular day (all 
laugh)] What do you think made it work on that 
particular day? 
* So that wasn’t so typical then? 
View Segment #8 
Group meeting discussion related to what children need to 
bring for the upcoming children’s work-day. 
* How did [the school] decide to do that, why did they? 
* How did it work? 
* You kind of wait for those opportunities [in the 
children’s discussion]? 
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View Segment #9 
Group brainstorming ideas for what could be fixed in the 
playground during the children’s work day. There is some 
discussion about a nail in the playground which some 
children use as a shower tap in fantasy play. 
* Now this is a brainstorming activity that you are going 
into there, all the kids contributing ideas [teachers 
agree]. Do you want to comment on that technique and how 
it works for you or whatever? 
* All these kids have different ideas. Do you get a sense 
that they listen to each other’s ideas or-? 
View Segment #10 
A drama-meeting session of a boy dictating a story about a 
dinosaur family and the group acting out his story while 
Mary narrates. 
* Why do you think Gretchen’s approach [to drama dictation] 
will capture [children’s play themes]? 
* Looking at this one the kids are acting out some kind of 
intense feelings and yet none of it boils over [MS: None 
of them gets hurt] Yes, nobody gets hurt. Would you say 
something about that? 
* Are there any problems you see to the approach [of drama- 
meeting ] ? 
View Segment #11 
Maureen helps two children with the instructions to a 
manipulative construction set. 
* What about E., he was just observing? 
View Segment #12 
Carpentry activity involving the making of a wooden car with 
wheels is facilitated by Mary. The segment shows two boys 
working at the activity while a third is waiting. Mary is 
focused on the youngest boy, while the third boy keeps 
trying to do the activity for the younger child. 
* I wanted to ask you Mary, why did you do that? [refers to 
asking child to ask permission of other child before 
adding to his construction] 
* What do you think B. [the waiting child] was getting out 
of the situation? He stayed there for a long time? 
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* In this situation he was actually working on J.’s car. Do 
you think that entered into his interest, the fact that 
it wasn’t his? 
* What about J., is there something about him that allowed 
B. to be involved? 
View Segment #13 
Three girls playing with playdough. During the segment they 
engage in fantasy play, taking "birthday cakes" they have 
made to Maureen for her to blow out the pretend candles. A 
conflict erupts over materials and June is called in to 
intervene. 
* So what kinds of changes [in the children] do you see 
from watching that kind of interaction from the beginning 
of the year? 
View Segment #14 
The dispute over the dough materials continues from the last 
scene. 
* What do you think or feel about the interaction? 
* I noticed that you were being very nurturing, you were 
rubbing G.’s back and then you asked her if she wanted to 
give her a hug. How important is that to you in resolving 
the conflict? 
* Do you other two agree with everything June said? 
* Why do you do [give responsibility back to the children 
to solve their own problems]? 
Concluding Question 
* We just wanted to ask you if whether this edit faithfully 
captures your classroom or did it leave out some major 
kinds of things? 
Blue Nursery Team Interview 
View Segment #1 
An older primary child assists a preschooler with a project 
as part of his "winging" experience. The project involves 
hammering holes into a can filled with ice in order to make 
a lantern for the up coming "winter festival." 
* So the fact that they stay with this for a very long time 
you think is partly because [the older child] is there? 
* How about [visiting older classrooms for] the kids who 
don’t have older siblings? 
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View Segment #2 
Two girls are playing with dough at a small table. The 
younger child is seen desperately trying to instruct the 
older, but much quieter child. 
* It’s [relaxing] because of the place? 
* Was that typical of S., how she was [instructing the 
other child]? 
Video Segment #3 
Gretchen works with a small group of children helping them 
to make decorations for the upcoming "winter celebration." 
During the video she is seen assisting children with the 
cutting and folding technique required for the project. 
* Why wouldn’t you want [skill instruction] to be the only 
mode of teaching? 
Video Segment #4 
A child asks Polly and eventually Emily to help her carry 
out a survey in the other classrooms. The child is joined by 
a peer partner. The segment shows the children setting up 
the survey and then later asking Gretchen for her response. 
* Was it typical that the two children went [on the 
survey]? Could you say something about that? 
Video Segment #5 
Two girls are playing at the water table with some dolls. 
* How does it go for K., being the only Black child in the 
group? 
* Did you think the [video] clip had a sexual element? 
Video Segment #6 
Two girls play with goop 
* So here we have two girls who are so involved in their 
own work that they weren’t attending, (all agree) Would 
you comment on that? 
* Why do you think that children are sometimes not 
interested in one another’s work? 
Video Segment #7 
Emily facilitates two children drawing portraits with 
charcoal. An older girl, visiting from her classroom, acts 
as the model. 
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* So what were your goals as the teacher in working with 
the child? 
* Did that happen often, that ideas were transmitted from 
child to child? 
* One thing about the teaching technique that was kind of 
interesting was that you were entirely focused on S. even 
though K. came over and you kept your focus right on S. I 
wondered what people had to say about that teaching 
technique? 
View Segment #8 
A mother watching her son doing a charcoal portrait. The 
mother is taking a long time to leave. 
* What place do you like parents to have in the day to day 
classroom process? 
View Segment #9 
A boy traces around the child model’s hand as part of the 
portrait he is drawing. 
View Segment #10 
Three boys are in the meeting area engaged in dramatic play 
with pillows. 
* Looking at that, we were interested in the intimate 
quality of that. 
* The touching, is that unusual? 
View Segment #11 
Three girls work with collage in a side table constructing 
people from cut-out body parts. 
* It seemed to me watching, that the table facing into to 
the wall invited a little group. 
View Segment #12 
Gretchen takes down a story dictated by two girls 
choice time. She becomes a little frustrated with 
difficulty in coordinating their stories. 
* Do you think that the kids get any benefit out of doing 
the story together in twos? 
View segment #12 
A group of children are playing actively in two large boxes 




* Does what you see here confirm that [the boxes are an 
invitation for children to harass each other]? 
* When do you decide to intervene? 
* In the segment could you tell what drew [you over]...you 
didn’t come over did you? 
* [they need a lot of working out] Between them and between 
them and other people? 
View Segment #13 
Children beginning to clean-up after morning activities. One 
child has been chosen to give out chores. 
* Is this your technique (for clean-up)? 
* How did it evolve that the children were [helping direct 
clean-up]? 
View segment #14 
Drama meeting during which a story about ponies is 
dramatized by the children. 
* How did it support your teaching objectives? 
Concluding Questions 
* Do you think the edit faithfully captures the important 
aspects of your classroom? Did we miss any important 
things? 
* If you had just seen [the video], for example, would you 
feel like there were some major things that we should 
have come to film? 
* Were the pieces you saw today representative? 
* Well the story that we are going to tell is more going to 
come from what you say about the video than from the 
video. The video was just an occasion to have a 
conversation. To allow you to tell us what it is that 
you do so that doesn’t limit at all. What you’re saying 
now is ... 
* Yes you are [limited in responses by the video]. So do 
you feel like it worked well? 
* So you see the dramatic play as a more important part of 
the life of your classroom than what you saw [in the 




CODE WORDS MEANING or VALUES 









Word: community & derivatives. 
Theme: love for, sense of attachment or 
belonging to the school or its members as a 
group. 
Word: cohesion or derivatives. 
Word: "group building"; Theme: activities or 
ideas related to group building or developing a 
sense of, or awareness of the group. 
(supersedes GROUP) 
Theme: references to a particular classroom 
group and how it is like/different from other 
groups. 
(supersedes GROUP) 
Word: identity and derivatives. 
Theme: being "part of," having a "place in," or 
integrated as a member of the group. 
(see also FUNCTION) 
Social Relationships Themes: 
INDIV.CONT 
INPUT 
Theme: individual contributes (or doesn’t 
contribute) interests, strengths, ideas, 
questions to group; being "part" of the group by 
what you contribute; being an "expert" at 
something. 
(see also COMCATE: CHILD.INTS; INPUT) 
Word: input; Theme: child’s interests, wants, 
needs, or ideas are considered and/or 
contributed (e.g., "say in it," "voice in it") 
(see also COMCATE; INDIV.CONT; CHILD.INTS) 
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CODE WORDS MEANING or VALUES 
COMCATE Word: communication; Theme: (a two-way verbal 
exchange) "talk it out"; interchange; exchange; 
feedback; dialogue; discussion; conversation; 
consultation. 
(see also INPUT; NEGOTIATE; PROB.SOLVE) 
NEGOTIATE word: negotiate or derivatives. 
(see also COMCATE; INPUT; INDIV.CONT; 
PROB.SOLVE ) 
PERSPECT Theme or Word: perspective-taking 
PROB.SOLVE Word: problem-solving; Theme: discussions aimed 
at finding solutions; decision-making. 
(see also COMCATE; INPUT; MEET; NEGOTIATE; 
DEMOC) 
COLLAB Word: collaboration & derivatives. 
(see also COOP ) 
PROSOC Theme: references to prosocial activity or 
attitudes (e.g. helping; get along with; turn- 
taking; doing chore responsibilities; 
accommodating to others; friendliness; defending 
others ) . 
(superseded by COOP; see also SHARE; CHILD.COOP; 
FRIEND; SHARE) 
SHARE word: share; shared interests, goals, etc. 
(see also PROSOC, COOP) 
COOP Word: Cooperation or derivatives 
(supersedes PROSOC) 
COMPETE Theme/Word: Competition and derivatives. 
CONFORM Word: Conform or derivatives; Theme: 
expectation, pressure to, or acting to conform 
with the group. 
CONFLICT Theme: interactions or events involving physical 
or mental conflict or confrontation. 
(see also NEGOTIATE; PROBLEM; FRUSTRATE) 
OPERATE Word: operate and derivatives (see also 
FUNCTION) 
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FUNCTION Word: function/s, usually in reference to how a 
group functions or child functions within a 
group (see also OPERATE; BELONG; MEMBER) 
CIRCLE Word: circularity; "circle of children"; 
circular activity; etc. 
(see also RELATIONS; RECIP) 
RECIP Word: reciprocal or derivatives; Theme: "give & 
take," etc. 
(see also CIRCLE; RELATIONS; COMCATE) 
FRIEND Word or Theme: references to friendships. 
(see also RELATIONS) 
RELATIONS Word: relate; relations; relationships. 
(see also FRIENDS; CONNECT) 
CONNECT Word: connect or derivatives 
(see also RELATIONS) 
INC.EXC Theme: Inclusion or exclusion of ideas or 
people; incorporate; reject; isolated; "gangs", 
(see also INTERGROUP; CONFLICT) 
INTERGROUP Theme: Relations between groups of children. 
(see also INC.EXC) 
CROSS.AGE Theme: Cross-age or multi-age groupings and 
interactions (e.g., "visiting" and "winging"), 
(see also CHILD.DEV) 
GROUP Wide term coded only for references to group 
work & processes or references to the word 
"together" that are not covered by the codes 
that assume group activity: e.g. MEET; 
INTERGROUP; CHILD.COOP; RATIO; any Community 
Codes. 
Individual Focus Themes: 
INDIV word: individual or derivatives. 
(see also UNIQUE; SELF; AUTO) 
UNIQUE Theme: unique; special; different; something 
child is noticed for. (see also INDIV; 
INDIV.CONT) 
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CONFID Theme and Words: confidence; self-esteem; self¬ 
initiative; "speak up"; "sure of self"; 
assertive; courage; venture out; take risks; 
adventurous; brave; take on challenge; OR lack 
of these qualities (e.g. shy, tentative; 
hesitant). 
(see also SELF; COMFORT; CHILD.PERS) 
AUTO Words and theme: autonomy; independence; "find 
out for self"; "do it on your own"; OR lack of 
(e.g. dependence), (see also CONFID; SELF) 
SELF Theme: focus on self; e.g., self-absorbed; own 
thing; self-centered; one’s opinion or needs; 
attention to self; keep to self; private or 
solitary; "take the limelight". 
(see also CONFID, AUTO) 
PROPERTY Theme/words: resource; ownership; investment; 
possession; territory; child’s agenda. 
(see also CONTROL; CHILD.INTS: INPUT) 
CONTROL Theme/words: power, "in charge"; control; 
empowered. (See also PROPERTY; CONFID) 
FREE Words/theme: free, freedom; "anything they want 
to do"; "space to do x"; open-ended. 
(see also CHOICE) 
CHOICE Words: choice and derivatives.(see also FREE) 
MOTIVE Theme: Motivation or reason for doing 
something; "what you can get out of it". 
(see also SELF) 
Social Context Codes: 
FAMILY References to family/parents 
GENDER All references to gender, sex role & 
dif f erences. 
DIVERSITY General Theme: culture; ethnicity; social-class 
society; neighborhood; political structure. 
Environmental Codes: 
RATIO teacher/child ratios; relevance of groups sizes 
(supersedes GROUP) 
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PHYS.ENV Physical environment; use, effect of, or 
arrangement of space or classroom materials on 
behavior. 
(see also TEACH.SET) 
TIME Theme/word: change across time; length of 
projects; use of time; waiting; transitions; 
daily schedule. 
(see also HISTORY; CHILD.DEV). 
Activity-Related Codes: 
PROD.PROC Theme: references to process or product in 
activity. 
SPONT Theme: spontaneity; flexibility; enthusiasm; 
energy; creativity; inspiration; versatility; 
fluid; surprise element; playful; contagious 
quality (or opposites of these) (see also 
ABSORB; ACTIVE) 
ABSORB Theme: absorbed or sustained by; "into it"; 
engaged; totally involved. 
(see also SPONT; ACTIVE; CHILD.CONC) 
ACTIVE Theme: reference to importance of activity, 
active learning, active child, physical 
involvement, "hands-on", (see also SPONT; 
ABSORB; CHILD.CONC) 
PROTAG Word: Protagonist (see ACTIVE; EVOKE) 
EVOKE Word: evoke and derivatives (see ACTIVE; PROTAG) 
FRUSTRATE Theme: activity overwhelms or frustrates child; 
"beyond reach". 
(see also COMFORT; CHILD DEV; CHILD.SUC; 
CONFLICT) 
ERROR Theme: examples of and ideas about 
error/mistakes. 
(see also CONFLICT; FRUSTRATE; COMFORT) 
COMFORT Theme/Word: comfortable, at ease; well-being; 
secure; relaxed; "familiar with" (or lack of 
comfort, e.g. "under pressure"). 
(see also CONFID; ERROR; FRUSTRATE) 
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Socio-Moral Codes: 
HISTORY Theme: traditions; heritage. 
(see also TIME, RITUAL) 
RITUAL Theme/Word: special events or celebrations; 
references to ritual or "stylized” activities or 
events (e.g. sharing-time, birthday parties; 
work day; "wing sing"). 
(see also SURVEY) 
RULES Theme: creation and application of rules, 
limits, or expectations. 
(see also TEACH.DIS; MORALS; CHILD.CULT) 
CIVIL Word: Civil and derivatives. 
(supersedes MORALS) (see also RULES) 
DEMOC Theme: Democratic decision-making; e.g. School 
Committee (see also MORALS) 
MORALS Theme: moral issues (e.g. respect; 
responsibility; trust; rights; principles; 
honesty; equality; justice) 
(see also DEMOC; RULES; CIVIL) 
General Codes: 
PROBLEM Theme: difficulties, problems, limitations or 
barriers encountered in relation to 
collaboration or community-building. 
(see also CONFLICT) 
POS.NEG Word/s: references to positive or negative 
experiences, feelings, etc. 
(see also CHILD.EMOT; CONFLICT; PROBLEM) 
METHOD Theme: informant comments on the research method 
or project. 
MEANING Word: meaning(s) 
METAPHOR Examples of metaphors used by informants 
ANECDOTE Anecdotes of specific events (supersedes 
EXAMPLE) 
EXAMPLE Unspecified examples of activities, events, 
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Curriculum and Activity Area Codes: 
BRAIN.STRM References to brain-storming activity 
MEET Group meetings with children (supersedes GROUP) 
PROJECT projects or themes that structure curriculum, 
(see also TEACH.DIR; GROUP) 
ART art, collage, or craft activities/skills. 
BLOCKS blocks or manipulatives activities. 
DRAMA drama/dictation; plays. 
FANTASY dramatic play or make-believe. 
GAMES games with rules (see also RULES). 
LANG language arts activities (see also MEET). 
OUTSIDE playground activity (see also FANTASY and GAMES) 
ROUTINE Theme/word; routine events (e.g., nap; snack) 
(N.B.:cross-reference with RITUAL if necessary). 
SENSORY sensory activities: clay, dough, sand, water. 
SURVEY survey activity (see also RITUAL; CROSS.AGE) 
Child References: 
CHILD.INIT Child-initiated or directed activity. 
CHILD.INTS Child’s interests or ideas, (superseded by 
CHILD.SUG) 
(see also INPUT: INDIV.CONT; MOTIVE) 
CHILD.EMOT references to child’s emotion or feelings (e.g. 
expression of feelings; protecting feelings). 
CHILD.PERS References to specific child’s personality 
(e.g., shy; courage; self-absorbed; assertive); 
or references to individual differences. 
(see also CONFID; ACTIVE; SELF) 
CHILD.DEV Child development; developmental differences or 
changes; skill levels; readiness; competence; 
potential (see also CHILD.SUC). 
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CHILD.SUC Child’s success, accomplishment, achievement (or 
failure) (see also CHILD.DEV) 
CHILD.ROLE social roles or dynamics of children; (e.g., 
leadership; follower; dominates; "in charge") 
(see also CHILD.CULT) 
CHILD.CULT References to peer culture, its shared rules &. 
activities (e.g., "learning the ropes) 
(see also CHILD.ROLE) 
CHILD.OBS Child observes or imitates peer or adult (who 
may act as a model or example). 
CHILD.ENTR Child seeks or gains entry to a group or 
activity. 
CHILD.EXP Child’s exploration, experimentation, or 
invention (or lack of), (see also CHILD.PERS; 
SPONT: ACTIVE) 
CHILD.CRIT Child criticizes or comments on another’s work 
or behavior; provides feedback. 
(see also COMCATE; INPUT; POS.NEG). 
CHILD.UND Child attempts to understand, accept, or have 
knowledge of other’s and their goals & ideas; 
children "getting to know each other"; "shows 
interest" in, is attracted to, or inspired by 
others’ ideas, skills (or lacks these 
qualities). 
(see also PERSPECT; CHILD.INTS; CHILD.COOP) 
CHILD.CONC Child concentrates; perseveres; sustains effort; 
(or doesn’t). 
(see ACTIVE; ABSORB) 
CHILD.SUG Child offers, suggests, demonstrates, models an 
idea or action to others; "plays teacher"; gives 
advice (supersedes CHILD.INTS). 
CHILD.COOP Wide term for children "working together" or in 
social interaction with peers and/or teachers; 
make plans together; interplay and interchange, 
(supersedes GROUP; cross-code with Social 
Relationship & Community codes to specify code) 
CHILD.ADLT Child asks or depends on adult for help, 
permission, company, or intervention in a 
problem. 
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Teacher References: 
TEACH.ROLE Wide term: all references to teacher role.(this 
code can be narrowed and superseded by all codes 
below). 
TEACH.OBJ Teachers’ or school’s objectives; goals; 
rationale; purpose; mission; values; hopes; 
principles; philosophy. 
(see also TEACH.EXP; IMAGE) 
IMAGE Reference to "Image of the child". 
(see TEACH.OBJ; TEACH.EXP) 
TEACH.EXP Teacher expectations, assumptions, judgments 
regarding children. 
(see also TEACH.OBJ; IMAGE; CHILD.DEV: RULES) 
TEACH.COL Ideas about and examples of teachers operating 
as a collective; communication between teachers, 
(see also TEACH.EXP; TEACH.OBJ; TEACH.PLAN). 
TEACH.GRP Teachers’ social engineering in bringing 
together or separating children within groups, 
(supersedes GROUP) 
TEACH.DIR Predominantly teacher-directed, structured or 
initiated activity; teaching of skills or 
techniques; "takes charge" of activity. 
(see also MEET; PROJECT; TEACH.PLAN; TEACH.SET; 
TEACH.DIS) 
TEACH.MOD Teacher models behavior/idea for child 
TEACH.PLAN Teacher planning 
(see also TEACH.SET; TEACH.OBJ; TEACH.DIR) 
TEACH.SET Teacher set-up of environment or activity. 
(see also TEACH.PLAN; TEACH.DIR: PHYS.ENV) 
TEACH.ABS Teacher absence from area or activity. 
(see also CHILD.INIT) 
TEACH.OBS Teacher observes or supervises. 
TEACH.DRWS Teacher draws the attention of child, group, or 




CODE WORDS MEANINGS or VALUES 
TEACH.COM Teacher comments on a child’s work or behavior, 
(superseded by TEACH.DRWS; TEACH.ENC; 
TEACH.SUG). 
TEACH.SUG Teacher suggests an idea or way of behaving to 
child, (supersedes TEACH.COM) (see also 
TEACH.DRWS) 
TEACH.ENC Teacher encourages, praises, supports, rewards, 
nurtures, acknowledges achievements of a child, 
(supersedes TEACH.COM) 
TEACH.PLAY Teacher shares in or is part of children’s play, 
activity, fun, or ritual. 
(see also CHILD.CULT; RITUAL: FRIEND) 
TEACH.DIS Teachers’ use of authority: disciplines, 
reprimands, controls, intervenes in, or manages 
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